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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to better understand parent experiences with the postsecondaryadmission counseling of high school students in California. As a state, California exceeds the
ASCA’s student-to-counselor national recommendations, impacting the delivery of
postsecondary-admission counseling on high school campuses. To understand the postsecondaryadmission counseling experiences in California, a qualitative phenomenological study consisting
of 12 parents of current or recently graduated high school students was utilized. Open-ended
interviews captured parents’ lived experiences with the postsecondary-admission counseling of
California high school counselors. The data analysis for this study was accomplished by utilizing
a four-step process outlined by Moustakas (1994), which helped generate four themes: (a)
postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge, (b) counselor availability, (c) student and
counselor fit, and (d) personalization. Themes discovered in this study also included the
following subthemes: (a) confidence-level, (b) planning roadmap, (c) counseling meeting
frequency, (d) counselor preparation, (e) student connection, (f) family expectation, (g) cookiecutter counseling, and (h) holistic counseling. Each discovered theme and subtheme are capable
of assisting families, high school counselors, and independent educational consultants to prepare
for the postsecondary-admission process.
Keywords: independent educational consultants, high school counselors, postsecondaryadmission counseling, postsecondary-admission process, student-to-counselor ratios, cultural
capital, social capital
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Families of California high school students face the challenge of limited postsecondaryadmission counseling due to their school’s student-to-counselor ratios exceeding both the
American School Counselor Association (ASCA) recommendations and national averages (ASCA,
2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand
parent experiences with the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school students in
California. Addressing how families decide if their child requires postsecondary-admission
counseling outside of their high school requires investigation. As their child is part of student-tocounselor ratios exceeding national averages, the parent’s perspective on the counseling support
provided to their child is crucial. How a family decides on the type of assistance needed for their
child is a valuable tool in understanding the counseling dynamics on high school campuses.
The study’s background, context, history, and conceptual framework are first explained.
Next, the purpose and research questions driving the study are discussed. Then, the rationale,
relevance, significance, and terms to assist in understanding the study are defined. Lastly, potential
assumptions and limitations of the study are made known.
Background, Context, History, and Conceptual Framework for the Problem
The volume of postsecondary-admission applications is increasing (Clinedinst & Patel,
2018). In combination with multiple admission-application types, the Common Application allows
students to apply to multiple postsecondary institutions with the click of a button. The Common
Application, which began as an experiment with 15 postsecondary institutions in the 1970s, is now
accepted by more than 800 postsecondary institutions (The Common Application, 2019). No
longer requiring students to create an admission application for every postsecondary institution, the
Common Application not only aids students during the admission-application process but
promotes the submission of multiple-admission applications (Eagan et al., 2017).
1

Since 1967, more than 7% of postsecondary-admission applicants submitted five or more
admission applications; in 2016, this statistic increased to over 27% (Eagan et al., 2017;
McDonough, Robertson, & Lucido, 2012). Furthermore, first-time freshmen applying to seven or
more institutions increased to 35%, while over 80% of students applied to at least three institutions
(Eagan et al., 2017). In conjunction with the Common Application, two types of admission
applications have increased the total volume of submitted-postsecondary-admission applications.
Early Action (EA) and Early Decision (ED) admission applications benefit both the postsecondary
institution and student in one way or another. Being that both EA and ED admission applications
are submitted before an institution’s Regular Decision (RD) submission deadline, postsecondary
institutions have not only increased the number of admission applications their admission officers
review per year but the frequency of admission-application reviews for each admission officer.
Having to review 854 admission applications on average per year, admission officers are required
to maintain their institution’s selectivity through an admission process that does not provide clearly
defined attributes that guarantee admission for applicants (National Association for College
Admission Counseling [NACAC], 2016).
Increased admission selectivity allows postsecondary institutions to display prestige
through their yield (Baskin, 2015; Powell, 2018). Through an increased selectivity process,
postsecondary institutions limit their admission percentages, which benefit yield assessments.
Yield is defined as the number of students enrolling at an institution after receiving admission
(Baskin, 2015). For the graduating high school class of 2018, Stanford’s acceptance rate was
4.36%, and out of the 2,071 admitted applicants, 1,706 applicants enrolled, providing a yield of
82% (Stanford University, 2019). With yield percentages equating to institutional prestige,
admission officers are aware not every submitted-admission application equates to being an
applicant’s first-choice due to the sheer number of admission applications submitted by students
2

each year (Eagan et al., 2017). The average admission rate between private and public institutions
differs, but for fall 2016, the national average admission rate for first-time freshmen was 65.4%
(Clinedinst & Patel, 2018).
McFarland et al.’s (2018) data on the condition of education highlighted the statistical
differences between postsecondary institutions for the 2016/17 admission cycle. Postsecondary
institutions admitting less than half of the received admission applications are labeled as “most
selective,” and these most selective-postsecondary institutions accounted for 36% of fall 2016’s
admission applications (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018; McFarland et al., 2018). Most selectivepostsecondary institutions, like Stanford, have seen their admission rates decline over recent years,
although a benefit to their yields. Stanford’s total number of admitted freshmen for 2016, 2017,
and 2018 was 2,114, 2,085, and 2,071, respectively, with each year producing a yield exceeding
80% (Stanford University, 2019).
Through a decrease in the number of admissions offered, postsecondary institutions
maintain their yield. For example, Stanford’s admission-application pool has grown from 25,298
for the class of 2012 to 47,451 for the class of 2022 (Stanford University, 2019). Along with an
increase in the number of admission applications, Stanford’s acceptance rate decreased from
9.49% to 4.30%, respectively, while maintaining a yield exceeding 80% (Powell, 2018; Stanford
University, 2019). The trend of increased admission-application volume and high-selectivity
standards of postsecondary institutions are here to stay, requiring families to identify the ways to
fill the postsecondary-admission counseling void left by their high school counselors.
Preparing for the postsecondary-admission process requires strategic planning. Students
aiming towards selective institutions begin planning before high school, and the timeframe in
which a student is predisposed to postsecondary information strongly impacts their preparation
process (Harding, Parker, & Toutkoushian, 2017). Researchers identified students receiving
3

postsecondary information before 10th grade as more likely to aspire towards attending
postsecondary institutions (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & Holcomb, 2011; Poynton &
Lapan, 2017; Sackett, Farmer, & Moran, 2018), yet California’s student-to-counselor ratios
interfere with the ability of students to receive information about the postsecondary process. From
2004/2005 to 2015/2016, California’s student-to-counselor ratio decreased from 990:1 to 708:1,
and at its high point, California’s total fall enrollment at postsecondary institutions increased by
19% (ASCA, 2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018; National Center for Education Statistics, 2019;
Poynton & Lapan, 2017). Although an improvement, California has the third-highest ratio in the
country, and in addition to providing postsecondary-admission counseling, high school counselors
assist students with academic, personal, and social development (ASCA, 2017; Goodman-Scott,
Sink, Cholewa, & Burgess, 2018).
During the 2017/18 school year, 33% of public high schools assigned at least one counselor
to provide postsecondary-admission counseling (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). As some help is better
than none, the minimal postsecondary-admission counseling offered by high schools has led
families to seek third-party admission guidance. Independent Educational Consultants (IECs) have
benefited most from the minimal postsecondary-admission counseling at high schools. Cultivating
a holistic development process, more than a quarter of postsecondary-bound students utilize the
services of IECs to prepare for not only the postsecondary-admission process but the transition to
adulthood (Brown, 2017; Sklarow, 2018). The problem to be addressed in this study is the
postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school counselors to high school students.
To adequately assess where this study fits within the world of research, a philosophical
assumption and conceptual framework are required to assist with writing the study (Creswell,
2018). My assumptions as a researcher led to the selection of ontology, which believes in holding a
stance on the nature of reality and its characteristics, the subjective reality of multiple participants
4

could occur during the research (Creswell, 2018). By transcribing the words of parents into
different themes, individual experiences with the phenomenon of transitioning from a high school
counselor to an IEC for postsecondary-admission counseling are reduced to a universal
description. Through this phenomenological study, the focus was to describe the lived experiences
of parents with the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school counselors and
IECs.
The selected conceptual framework is social constructivism. Social constructivism is
defined as a worldview where individuals seek to understand the world they live in (Creswell,
2018). As individuals develop their meaning of experiences, researchers expand on the meaning of
experiences instead of telling individuals how to feel; this development is an essential aspect of the
study. The ability to develop meaning is essential because social constructivism’s significance
develops socially, allowing families to view the postsecondary-admission counseling provided to
their child through the lens of what has been learned from others. Studying the problem as it
occurs in real-time allows viewpoints to develop from previously constructed ideals. Through
open-ended questions, parents were provided with a platform to discuss their experience with the
study’s phenomenon of transitioning from the postsecondary-admission counseling of a high
school counselor to the counseling of an IEC. Aware of my background, and how it plays a
significant role in the interpretation of research, personal experiences were bracketed out of the
study, so a fresh perspective towards the phenomenon was received.
Statement of the Problem
The problem that was addressed in this study is high school students are receiving limited
postsecondary-admission counseling from their high school counselors, and researchers have
shown the earlier a high school student begins the postsecondary-education planning process, the
more likely the student is to aim for postsecondary enrollment (Bryan et al., 2011; Poynton &
5

Lapan, 2017). Poynton and Lapan (2017) found that students introduced to the postsecondaryadmission process by 10th grade were 9.25 times more likely to attend a postsecondary institution
than students introduced to the same postsecondary process after 10th grade. To compound the
problem for California high schools is the fact California’s student-to-counselor ratios exceed both
the ASCA recommendations and national averages, not allowing counselors to adequately meet the
postsecondary-admission counseling needs of students (ASCA, 2017).
Despite California employing the second-highest number of counselors in the country, the
ASCA’s National Model requires direct and indirect counseling services to supersede
postsecondary-admission counseling requests (ASCA, 2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018; Harding et
al., 2017; Stephan, 2013; Woods & Domina, 2014). These direct and indirect services address the
academic, career, and social development of high school students, falling short on equipping
students with the postsecondary-social capital required to stand out in a first-time freshman
postsecondary-admission application pool which continues to increase in volume (ASCA, 2017;
Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). Faced with increased-admission selectivity, high school students require
more postsecondary-admission counseling now than ever before (Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017;
Clinedinst & Patel, 2018).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand parent experiences with the
postsecondary-admission counseling of high school students in California. The research goal was
to identify themes and discover patterns related to the parents’ lived experiences with
postsecondary-admission counseling. Poynton and Lapan (2017) found that the more a student met
with their high school counselor, the more likely the student would be successful in navigating the
postsecondary-admission process. According to their study, research that focuses on how high
school counselors contribute to the postsecondary-admission success of high school students is an
6

emerging and needed area of research. Uncovering parents’ perceptions can provide insight and
opportunities for understanding their lived experiences to support other families during the
postsecondary-admission preparation process.
When considering how parents’ experience with postsecondary-admission counseling
impacts their ability to capitalize on the world they live in, one must view the parents’ world
through the lens of Vygotsky’s More Knowledgeable Other (MKO; McLeod, 2018). With high
school counselors being tasked with unmanageable student-to-counselor ratios, families seek
guidance from an MKO in the form of an IEC to assure postsecondary-admission counseling is
received. This study focused on families experienced with IEC services to supplement the
postsecondary-admission information provided by high school counselors, and through individual
interviews, what parents have experienced and how parents experienced the postsecondaryadmission counseling phenomenon occurred.
Research Questions
The first research question is to determine parents’ perceptions of the postsecondaryadmission counseling of high school counselors. The second research question uncovers how
parents’ experience with the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school
counselors influenced the decision to acquire the services of an IEC. The third research question
answers how parents’ postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge improved after working
with an IEC. These research questions were answered during the interview process, using the
interview questions in Appendix A.
RQ1. What are parent perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by
high school counselors?
RQ2. How do parent experiences with the postsecondary-admission counseling provided
by high school counselors lead to acquiring the services of an IEC?
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RQ3. How does a parents’ knowledge of postsecondary-admission counseling improve
once working with an IEC?
Rationale, Relevance, and Significance of the Study
Rationale. Graduating from a postsecondary institution is essential. Along with unlocking
several professional opportunities, a degree from a postsecondary institution increases future
economic-earning potential (Baum, Kurose, & McPherson, 2013; Cipollone, 2012; Kosutic, 2017).
To receive support on how to best prepare for the postsecondary-application process, high school
students rely on the postsecondary-admission counseling of their high school counselors.
Unfortunately, for California high school students, their counselors must manage student-tocounselor ratios that rank third highest in the country (ASCA, 2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018).
Urgent to ensure their children receive postsecondary-admission counseling, parents utilize the
professional services of IECs to prepare for the postsecondary-admission process. Serving more
than a quarter of postsecondary-bound students preparing for the postsecondary-application
process, the number of IECs providing postsecondary-admission services to families has grown
exponentially since 2005 (Brown, 2017; Sklarow, 2018). The results of this study may help parents
to identify the specific IEC services to support what is not provided by their child’s high school
counselor in California.
Relevance. Several studies have reviewed student-to-counselor ratios at high schools
(Goodman-Scott et al., 2018; Harding et al., 2017; Stephan, 2013; Woods & Domina, 2014) and
the impact student-to-counselor interactions have on the aspirations to attend postsecondary
institutions (Bryan et al., 2011; Poynton & Lapan, 2017; Redding, 2010; Sackett et al., 2018).
These studies focused on postsecondary-admission counseling, which confirms that the acquisition
of parent perceptions is imperative to understanding the underlying factors that may impede a
family’s preparation for the postsecondary-admission process. Parent’s perception of the high
8

school counselor’s ability to provide postsecondary-admission counseling leads to the use of an
IEC. Understanding parents’ perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling provided to
their students provided pertinent information to help meet the needs of families during the
postsecondary-admission process.
Significance. Parents expect high school counselors to provide their children with
postsecondary-admission counseling. The postsecondary-admission counseling support of high
school counselors is a necessary component in a student’s preparation process for postsecondary
admission. According to Woods and Domina (2014), high school counselors influence a student’s
postsecondary-institution viewpoints through face-to-face interactions. They can shape a high
school’s overall postsecondary-admission culture by creating an atmosphere that supports
postsecondary preparation, and attendance, for all students. A phenomenological study of parents’
perceptions of high school counselor’s ability to provide postsecondary-admission counseling
provided further insight into the factors that drive families towards IEC services. This study may
contribute to research through the lived experiences of parents and their perceptions of high school
counselors’ ability to support students during the postsecondary-admission process.
Definition of Terms
Within the study, there are several concepts critical to the research’s focus. Each concept is
defined to provide clarity on how it fits within the research. Concepts and their definitions
emerged through a review of the literature and are not assigned personal definitions.
Admission committee. This term is a committee of professionals assigned to conduct
admission decisions on behalf of postsecondary institutions (Forman, 2013).
Application essay. An application essay is defined as an essay that accompanies an
institution’s application and is written to express a demonstrated interest in receiving admission
(College Board, 2017).
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Common application. The common application is defined as an online college application
that allows students to apply to over 800 different postsecondary institutions (The Common
Application, 2019).
Cultural capital. This is a valuable resource, acting as a gateway to a child’s future
academic, economic, and social success. Cultural capital is found in parental codes and practices
that are transferred to children in hopes of securing a return. This form of capital embodies the sum
of cultural investments in aesthetic codes, dispositions, and practices that are transmitted through
family socialization (Kisida, Greene, & Bowen, 2014).
Early Action (EA). EA is an application type used by students to apply for admission
where submission is required by an earlier deadline to receive a decision in advance of the
college’s Regular Decision notification date. Students will not be asked to accept their offer of
admission or to submit a deposit before May 1 (Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017).
Early Decision (ED). ED is a type of application that requires students to commit to a firstchoice institution, and if admitted, agree to enroll in addition to withdrawing all other applications.
Institutions may offer ED I or II with different deadlines. ED is the only application plan where
students are required to accept the admission offer and submit a deposit before May 1 (Clinedinst
& Koranteng, 2017).
Economic capital. Economic capital is defined as a form of capital typically associated
with economic resources, such as cash and property (Martin, 2010).
Habitus. This term is defined as the deeply ingrained habits, skills, and dispositions
possessed by individuals through life experiences (Rawolle & Lingard, 2008).
Independent Educational Consultant (IEC). A self-employed consultant, or employed
by a company, capable of providing academic counseling, college admission advice, or financial
aid services to students and their parents (Independent Educational Consultants Association, 2017).
10

Parent. This study defined parent as the primary decision-maker for a student’s academic
preparedness.
Postsecondary institution. A postsecondary institution of higher education for students
following the completion of high school. Postsecondary institutions consist of both colleges and
universities as they each provide avenues of educational advancement (U.S. Legal, 2019).
Regular Decision (RD). The most-common application type, requiring students to submit
their applications by a specified deadline and are notified of a decision within a clearly stated
period (Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017).
Restrictive/Single Choice Early Action. The application type for students interested in
applying to an institution of their preference while receiving an admission decision in advance of
the Regular Decision notification date. Institutions place certain restrictions on applying under
other early application plans. Students admitted under Restrictive Early Action are not obligated to
accept the institution’s offer of admission or to submit a deposit before May 1 (Clinedinst &
Koranteng, 2017).
Shadow education. Shadow education is defined as a set of educational activities that
occur outside of a student’s formal school setting (Kim & Baker, 2013).
Yield. This term is defined as the percent of students who choose to enroll at an institution
after receiving admission (Baskin, 2015).
Assumptions, Delimitations, and Limitations
Assumptions. Research assumptions are factors believed without any proof associated and
are the necessary foundations of research (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). This study provided parents a
platform to discuss their perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school
counselors, through their lived experiences. Some assumptions are that parents would provide
honest answers, share similar experiences, and have a sincere interest in the study because of its
11

potential of providing clarity on the phenomenon for others. This study assumes that families
working with IECs are overly concerned with the type of postsecondary-admission counseling
their child’s high school counselor provides. Another assumption in the study is that the
combination of postsecondary-admission counseling provided by their high school counselor and
IEC guarantees complete coverage of the postsecondary-admission information for their child. To
help control researcher biases, bracketing occurred. By bracketing personal beliefs, attitudes, and
presuppositions related to the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school
counselors, data collection, and analysis is credible and reliable (Moustakas, 1994).
Delimitations. Simon and Goes (2011) stated that a study’s delimitations are the
characteristics that bind a study and allow for the conscious exclusion of factors that can impact a
study. By using a phenomenological design, the study was delimitated by its sample size and the
selection of only one parent to discuss the family’s experience with postsecondary-admission
counseling. As phenomenological studies require a heterogeneous group that shares an experience
with a phenomenon, Creswell (2018) states a sample size as small as three participants are
sufficient. This study was delimited by a small sample size of 12 parents and only one parent from
each family was interviewed, making results not generalizable to larger populations and the lived
experiences of two parents. To participate in this study, parents must have a child who is currently
in high school or recently graduated from high school. Parents in California were used as the
population sample, impeding the generalizability to other locations. Although the student-tocounselor ratios are higher in states outside of California (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018; NACAC,
2016), this study's results are transferrable to practice because it provides insight on what parents
need to support their child during the postsecondary-admission process.
Limitations. A study’s limitations are the factors capable of affecting results but are
beyond a researcher’s control (Simon & Goes, 2011). This study was limited by a sample size of
12

12 high school parents in California. Parents’ ability to share honest responses of their experience
with the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors is another possible
limitation. As this study focused on parents’ experience with their high school counselor in
California, there was no guarantee an even distribution of high schools would be included. Leaving
the number of high schools discussed by parents as an additional limitation to the research.
Chapter 1 Summary
Chapter 1 presents the study’s research questions within a social constructivism
framework. The study’s problem is the minimal postsecondary-admission counseling provided by
California high school counselors. California is selected because it is one of the few states greatly
exceeding the ASCA’s student-to-counselor recommendations and national averages. How
families identify the type of admission-application plan for increased admission odds is introduced,
requiring further investigation because postsecondary-admission preparation is years in the making
before submitting an admission application. This study guides researchers and parents on how to
delve deeper into postsecondary-admission counseling’s effects on the postsecondary-admission
process of California high school students. In addition, assumptions, delimitations, and limitations
are addressed.
In Chapter 2, a literature review discusses the issues families face when preparing for the
postsecondary-admission process. This literature review provides insight into the factors
influencing a family’s decision to pursue postsecondary admission. Chapter 3 is the study’s
research methodology, which explains how the study was completed.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
In this study, the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school counselors
is investigated. The research demographic is California. California’s student-to-counselor ratios
are ranked as one of the poorest in the country (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018; NACAC, 2016). Studentto-counselor ratios are important because high school counselors dedicate at most 30% of their
time to postsecondary-admission counseling, limiting the postsecondary-admission support
received by students (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). One of the main issues is that the area of research
is home to families of hyper-competitive students in search of postsecondary-admission counseling
capable of preparing them for selective postsecondary institutions.
Conceptual Framework
The framework for this study is social constructivism. Four worldviews assist qualitative
research, but social constructivism was selected because it allows individuals to comprehend the
world they live and work in (Creswell, 2018). According to social constructionists, a person’s
perceptions are formed through culture, allowing experiences to help understand their views of
reality (Vygotsky, 1978). As parents prepare their children for the postsecondary-admission
process, there is a concerning reality, as formed through cultural and social capital, will not
transition to the admission process, regardless of how much money a family is willing to invest in
supplement services like an IEC. Researchers have found families that are economically privileged
benefit the most from the educational achievement gaps within income distribution tiers but merely
supplementing their child’s counseling needs through an IEC does not guarantee educational
achievements for all families (Chetty, Friedman, Saez, Turner, & Yagan, 2017; Jaeger & Breen,
2013; Kosutic, 2017; Liu, 2011; Smith & Sun, 2015). Becoming aware of how those families
utilizing IEC services view the educational achievement gaps created by IEC support helps frame
parental worldviews.
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Vygotsky’s theory is one of the foundations of constructivism, and the role played by the
MKO is essential when discussing the postsecondary-admission process (McLeod, 2018). An
MKO is someone with a better understanding of the situation at hand and is looked towards for
guidance on specific tasks. Even though many parents completed their postsecondary-admission
process years ago, there is a much-needed reliance on an MKO in the form of an IEC to guide
families through the now unfamiliar postsecondary-admission process. By allowing parents to
describe how they strategically planned their child’s academic path, and how the postsecondaryadmission counseling of their high school counselor has been handled, the social constructivist
approach allows parents to detail their personal experiences (Creswell, 2018).
In the 1970s, Bourdieu highlighted how social class impacts the academic achievement of
students through cultural, economic, and social capital (Cipollone & Stich, 2017; Dalal, 2016;
Gaddis, 2013; Jaeger & Breen, 2013; Kisida et al., 2014; van de Werfhorst, 2010). Between the
three forms of capital, it is the cultural and social capital developed through a child’s upbringing
that most significantly impacts preparedness for postsecondary education (Harding et al., 2017).
Roksa and Deutschlander (2018) stated that the current use of cultural and social capital is done in
a way that allows for the terms to be interchangeable. In doing so, determining one’s capital
knowledge and how it is developed applies to both the K–12 and postsecondary-education settings.
Within these forms of capital, Bourdieu developed the term “habitus,” which a child develops
through their habits and skills. Through habitus, parents can transfer cultural and social capital to
their child, assuring the educational system continues to work in the family’s favor.
Existing in three forms (embodied state, objectified state, and institutionalized state),
cultural capital, or cultural reproduction, ensure a family’s dominant practices are transferred from
one generation to another. According to a study conducted by Savage (2011), cultural reproduction
occurs best within the context of education. By transferring specific cultural practices across
15

generations, children display behaviors rewarded by academic personnel, in turn, improving their
academic standing (Savage, 2011). Savage discovered that students with the correct forms of
cultural capital could exchange it for an academic resource Bourdieu coined “academic capital.”
Academic capital assists students in receiving admission into prestigious institutions, along with
other academic accolades (Cipollone, 2012; Savage, 2011). Soares (2010) showed that academic
capital is less about academic achievement in the classroom, but rather using the postsecondaryinstitution experience of family members to increase admission odds.
Through its embodied state, cultural capital is the knowledge located within an individual.
It is an accumulation of culture developed through linguistics and mannerisms that impact daily
habits (Savage, 2011). In its most public state, objectified capital is located within material items.
Whether in the form of art, books, education, or paintings, objectified capital is capable of
transferring across generations through tangible items. Objectified capital also allows an
individual’s social class to be displayed through material items not available to members of a
lesser social class. Lastly, institutionalized capital highlights the social viewpoints on academic
achievement. How a doctorate exceeds a master’s degree, and a master’s degree exceeds a
bachelor’s degree, institutionalized capital provides the academic merits society requires for
acknowledgment.
Reproducing cultural capital is vital to a family’s educational success (Jaeger, 2011;
Savage, 2011). Whether equipped with the knowledge to display enhanced social skills through
communication with teachers or aware of the life experiences received through summer camp
attendance, possessing and transferring cultural capital ensures class advantages (Savage, 2011).
Cipollone’s (2012) study examining privilege, discovered students with access to more substantial
amounts of cultural capital could pull away from their peers to capitalize on postsecondaryeducational opportunities. Roksa and Robinson (2016) discovered that schools expect their
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students to be literate in cultural and linguistic competencies. If students are not competent, they
struggle to capitalize on the educational opportunities provided to them.
Families committed to educational success rely on shadow education services to strengthen
their student’s academic skills. The role of shadow education differs between students, yet each
form of shadow education assists with social mobility. Cultural capital, as a resource measured in
high schools, is predominately found in schools with a high culture of students receiving
postsecondary admission (Roksa & Robinson, 2016). As not all high schools provide such culture,
predisposing students to the postsecondary-admission process requires the attention of families.
With students not being equipped with the knowledge to navigate the postsecondary-admission
process, it becomes essential that the information accompanying cultural capital can also be
identified through social ties in the form of social capital (Roksa & Deutschlander, 2018).
The most common form of capital, economic capital, is a tangible good in the form of
money or property. Economic capital is commonly developed through the financial rewards
associated with an individual’s academic achievements (Savage, 2011). Through economic capital,
differences between a family’s income distribution are developed. The differences between income
distribution tiers not only impact the potential postsecondary institution a student attends, but how
tuition is paid, and the career a student begins after graduation (Chetty et al., 2017; Cipollone,
2012; Holmstrom, Karp, & Gray, 2011).
Access to postsecondary institutions requires more than academic acumen, and according
to recent statistics, the postsecondary institution a student attends is significantly impacted by
income distribution. Chetty et al. (2017) identified access to postsecondary institutions based on
income distribution. Focused on Ivy League, and “Ivy Plus” institutions (University of Chicago,
Stanford, MIT, and Duke), Chetty et al. found students who identify with the top 1% of the income
distribution accounted for 14.5% of enrollment. In comparison, students from the bottom half of
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the income distribution accounted for 13.5%. Also, only 3.8% of students from the bottom quintile
received postsecondary admission, meaning students from the top 1% are 77 times more likely to
attend an Ivy-Plus institution (Chetty et al., 2017). Whether purchasing products to assist with
academic improvement and cognitive development or investing in real estate to ensure enrollment
in an academically strong K–12 schools, parents are willing to invest the required economic capital
in supporting their child’s academic journey.
Parents fear their child will not receive postsecondary admission to their top-choice
institution, resulting in diminished future economic opportunities as an adult. Although appearing
as an overreaction, Cipollone (2012) identified the more selective an institution, the increased
access to future jobs and graduate programs. As economists have shown, there is a direct
correlation between a child’s educational outcomes and their parent’s postsecondary institution
attended, making it clear why families within the top quintile invest nearly seven times as much
into academic and extracurricular activities than other families (Cipollone, 2012; Soares, 2010).
McFarland et al. (2018) highlighted the exact differences in median earnings, along with the
enrollment rates of families in different income-distribution tiers. By receiving postsecondary
admission and graduating, students who obtained a bachelor’s degree earned 57% more than
students with only a high school diploma. Also, students who obtained a master’s degree or higher
earned 28% more than those with only a bachelor’s degree.
Defined as the combination of social resources in the form of a co-worker, friend, and
family relationships, social capital, allows families to use personal networks to influence decisions
within the educational system (Savage, 2011). In a study of students and teachers in North
Carolina, Savage identified social capital, paired with cultural capital, as having the most
significant impact of all forms of capital on a student’s educational achievements. Social capital’s
impact occurs when students from the dominant class can reference cultural and social cues, also
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known as the “rules of the game,” within the classroom that not all students are familiar with
(Cipollone, 2012).
As researchers have shown, students whose parents received postsecondary admission are
more likely to receive admission themselves, making the postsecondary-admission process
something that takes shape before a child is born (Cipollone, 2012; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013).
Parents understand that children reflect their parenting skills, and when discussing the value of
education, a child’s educational values are passed down from the parent’s educational experience
(Holmstrom et al., 2011). Regardless of how much a student wants to explore personal,
educational avenues, a family’s focus on maintaining social status through educational
accomplishments remains.
Social capital’s strength lies in the ability to use personal networks for educational and
professional success. Although not every family has deeply rooted social capital extending across
generations, their access to cultural and economic capital allows for social capital to be acquired.
Social capital reflects the relationships cultivated between children and parents. If wealthy parents
continue to have children, their children will continue to receive admission into postsecondary
institutions, creating social networks that can be converted to future economic opportunities in the
professional world.
Review of Research Literature and Methodological Literature
The review of literature for this research focuses on postsecondary education, high school
counselors, and IECs. To complete the review of literature, search terms included “postsecondary
education growth,” “postsecondary-acceptance rates,” “high school counselors,” “IECs,” and
“cultural, economic, and social capital.” This study was designed to investigate parents’ experience
with the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school counselors. Booth (2015)
stated that a quarter of students bound for postsecondary education received supplemental
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assistance with their applications and essays in the form of IEC services. Many of these students
are raised in families that understand the importance of developing an application profile through
supplemental academic support and summer programs (Savage, 2011). A big reason why families
seek assistance in developing application profiles concerns the postsecondary-admission
landscape, minimal postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school counselors, IEC
services, and the role of cultural, economic, and social capital within a family. This study is
intended to describe parents’ experience with the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by
high school counselors.
Postsecondary education growth. Postsecondary education has grown since the end of
World War II (Kosutic, 2017). After the war’s end, the GI Bill was introduced, and students could
receive formal job training on-campus to increase future economic security (Baum et al., 2013;
Kosutic, 2017). During this time, the perception of postsecondary education shifted, and its role
within society gained prevalence (Furuta, 2017). American factories stable, and unions displaying
job security, high school graduates no longer required a postsecondary education to support a
family. The “American Dream’s” appeal developed from receiving a postsecondary education. By
the 1960s, 45% of high school graduates enrolled in some form of postsecondary education, and
the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) became a vital piece of the postsecondary-admission process
(Baum et al., 2013; Beale, 2012). Soon after that, the American College Testing (ACT), was
implemented to assess the testing abilities of high school students preparing for postsecondary
admission (Furuta, 2017). As approximately 4 million students enrolled in postsecondary
education, the 1960s declared a shift in the viewpoints of postsecondary education.
Postsecondary-education’s enrollment increased in the 1970s (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2016; Pell Institute, n.d.). Between fall 1970 and fall 1983, undergraduate
enrollment grew to 10.8 million, and enrollment steadily increased year-after-year until plateauing
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in the mid-to-late nineties (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). In 2000, 13.2 million
students enrolled in postsecondary institutions, and in 2016, enrollment grew to 16.9 million
students (McFarland et al., 2018). Of these, 16.9 million enrolled students, 10.4 million were
enrolled full-time, and according to McFarland et al., full-time enrollment will increase to 10.6
million students by the year 2027.
The immediate enrollment rate accounts for enrollment in both 4- and 2-year institutions.
From 1960 to 2016, the percent of immediate-postsecondary enrollment for high school students
rose from 45 to 70% (Baum et al., 2013; Beale, 2012; McFarland et al., 2018). According to
McFarland et al., the growth of enrollment will occur in one of the United States’ 3,895 degreegranting institutions, which confer 1.9 million bachelor’s degrees per year. Postsecondary
institution’s creative marketing schemes designed to attract students is identified as the reason
bachelor’s degrees conferred, full-time enrollment, and the number of institutions continues to
increase (Redding, 2010).
Enrollment gaps between families in different income distribution tiers are also of
importance. As of 2016, not only have overall enrollment rates increased, but the enrollment rates
of high- and middle-income families have as well. According to McFarland et al. (2018), 83% of
students from high-income families were enrolled in postsecondary education, while this
percentage drops to 64 for middle-income families. With enrollment rates continuing to increase,
high- and middle-income families are assuring their child’s future-postsecondary admission
through using multiple forms of shadow education preparation.
Postsecondary admission applications. Before World War II, administrators and faculty
admitted students based on loosely defined acceptance criteria (Furuta, 2017). Supported by
admission focused on local students, institutions were once lenient enough to admit students after
the school year began. Competition for local and regional talent meant institutions did not have to
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work very hard throughout the recruitment stage. However, as the United States population grew,
and businesses expanded, the opportunity to recruit a broader base of students took place (Stevens,
2009).
Today’s postsecondary-application process is more confusing than ever. Due to an increase
in the number of applications submitted, students have increased their application submissions to
hedge institutional-admission decisions. In 1967, 7.5% of postsecondary applicants completed five
or more applications, while in 2016, this statistic increased to 27.5% (Eagan et al., 2017;
McDonough et al., 2012). An increase in the total application volume and the numerous
application options available to students leave parents feeling helpless when attempting to assist
their children through the once simple postsecondary-application process.
First-time freshmen, international, and transfer students have increased their application
volumes by 7%, 13%, and 1%, respectively (Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017). An increase in
application volume is credited to first-time freshmen applying to an increased amount of
institutions. Thirty-five percent of first-time freshmen applied to seven or more institutions, while
over 80% applied to at least three institutions (Eagan et al., 2017). Since 1995, the number of firsttime freshmen applying to three or more institutions increased by 21%, while those same freshmen
applying to seven or more institutions increased 25% (Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017; Eagan et al.,
2017).
As application volume continues to increase, postsecondary-admission officers become
overwhelmed with the number of applications to review per year. According to the NACAC’s
Admission Trends Survey (2016), the average admission officer reviews 854 applications per year,
making the formula for postsecondary admission challenging to duplicate. As the application boom
of the 1980s continues to reach record heights, it is becoming more and more difficult for
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admission officers, especially those at larger institutions, to accurately identify which students to
admit year-after-year (McDonough et al., 2012; Stevens, 2009).
Application types. Institutions offer a variety of application plans for students. In the most
traditional form, students apply through the standard application plans that are noted on an
institution’s website and receive admission based on a regular-decision date or through a rolling
admission process. Families in search of extra-admission assistance pursue early action- or
restrictive early action-admission plans. Regardless of the plan selected, there are benefits for both
the institution and student.
For an institution to understand if they are a student’s first choice, institutions have
developed detailed student recruiting processes. In total, institutions use 15 types of recruitment
strategies with email, hosted campus visits, and websites being the most popular (Clinedinst &
Koranteng, 2017). Along with recruitment strategies, institutions have emphasized EA and ED
applications, increased waitlist activity, and the admission of transfer students. EA and ED
application plans are early- and restrictive early-applications that differ from the standard, regular
decision applications.
For institutions to distinguish between different admission plans, highly selective and
private institutions offer an ED option, while EA plans form 34% of all 4-year institutions
(Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). Although ED applicants make up a
small percent of the overall application pool, ED applications benefit institutions and students
alike. Through its binding nature, institutions increase their yield by accepting ED applicants.
Between fall 2015 and fall 2017, ED applications increased 4%, while their admission results
increased 6% (Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018).
Students who want to increase their admission odds, without the binding nature, focus on
EA application plans. EA admission rates increased 10% from fall 2016 to fall 2017, and another
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benefit to the applicant, EA plans do not assist an institution’s yield as no binding contract is
associated with this application plan (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). Like ED application plans,
students use EA applications to their advantage, and in doing so, institutions have witnessed both
an increase in the number of applications submitted and admissions provided.
Not every student that submits early, or by the regular decision deadline, receives
admission. For institutions to protect against the number of applications received per year, waitlists
are utilized. Waitlists are used most by private and selective institutions. Private and selective
institutions offer a spot on the waitlist to 10% of the total applications received to assist their yield.
Within this group, only 48% of students accept a position on the waitlist. Despite the percentages
seeming appealing, only 14% of waitlisted students receive admission (Clinedinst & Koranteng,
2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018).
Admission officer values. Faced with an increase in application volume, admission
officers search for specific marks of distinction on postsecondary applications. Since 1903,
institutions have scoured applications for specifics. Beginning with assessments focused on an
applicant’s background, character, and proficiency in both Greek and Latin, institutions increased
their admission requirements in the 1950s to include the measurement of arithmetic and entrance
exams (Beale, 2012). At this point, students received postsecondary admission based on graduating
high school, meeting the minimum number of units required in designated subjects, ranking within
their graduating class, a recommendation letter from their principal, a personal interview, and
entrance exam scores (Beale, 2012). According to the Independent Educational Consultants
Association (IECA), admission officers now require much more from applicants than what was
expected 50 years ago.
In no particular order, college admission officers think highly of the following: rigorous
high school curriculum, high-grade point average in major subjects, high standardized exam
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scores, well-written essays displaying a student’s personality, meaningful and passionate
extracurricular involvement, persuasive recommendation letters, leadership depth, demographic
and personal characteristics, intellectual curiosity, community membership, and a demonstrated
interest in attending institutional events similar to campus visits (IECA, 2018). Although several
characteristics are highlighted, from fall 2006 to fall 2016, postsecondary institutions ranked
grades, standardized exam scores, and curriculum rigor as most important. A focus for students is
on their academic performance, but it is equally essential to develop a well-rounded profile
displaying the personal qualities attractive to institutions.
Despite postsecondary institutions being consistent on their views of curriculum rigor,
exam scores, and grade point average, the postsecondary-admission landscape differs between
institutions. For example, private institutions rank the essay, curriculum rigor, and grades as most
important, while public institutions have the same rankings but emphasize standardized exam
scores. Smaller institutions place more importance on the essay than larger institutions, while
institutions with lower acceptance rates place the most emphasis on the essay (Clinedinst & Patel,
2018).
Acceptance rates. According to the U.S. Department of Education, the national average
acceptance rate for first-time freshmen in fall 2016 was 65.4% (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). The
increase in acceptance rates for both private and public institutions for fall 2016 is 63.5 and 69.1,
respectively, making their acceptance rates relatively close to the national average acceptance rate.
These acceptance rates do not explain how institutions with increased admission selectivity
accepted students. In 2016–2017, 27% of institutions accepted three-quarters of their applicants,
while 32% and 14% of institutions accepted one-half and less than one-half, respectively
(McFarland et al., 2018). As most selective institutions received over 30% of all admission
applications for fall 2016, it is essential students identify institutions with selectivity rates between
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50% to 85% as they accept the most students per year (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018; McFarland et al.,
2018). Despite receiving admission viewed as an exciting and vital time for families, it is essential
to remember the overall goal for students is to graduate from their institution.
An institution’s acceptance rate correlates to their retention rate. Although most selective
institutions initially accept a lower percentage of applicants, their retention rate is much higher
than institutions that are less selective during the admission process. Institutions accepting less
than 25% of applicants have a 96% retention rate, while less selective institutions have a retention
rate of 62% (McFarland et al., 2018). Although admission percentages appear attractive to
applicants, families must understand the total number of admission applications received by
postsecondary institutions. Receiving both domestic and international applications, families must
be aware of the impact different admission applications have on an institution’s acceptance rate.
Yield. Big business in postsecondary admissions, an institution’s yield measures the
number of students enrolling at an institution after receiving admission (Baskin, 2015; Powell,
2018). To put it into perspective, top-institutions and Ivy Leagues generate yields ranging between
55%–70%, while top Liberal Art and other national institutions yield 26.6% and 32% for fall 2016,
respectively (Baskin, 2015; Powell, 2018). On average, the yield for all institutions in 2016 was
33.6%, a percentage lower than in prior years (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). Clinedinst and Patel
stated that when institutions included transfer and international students, yields are increased.
Assuring a steady yield not only displays the institution’s popularity but provides a defined
outlook for the incoming class’ enrollment. Also, as a business, institutions rely on the attendance
and financial support of their student body. The best predictor of this attendance is displayed
through an institution’s yield.
Even though the postsecondary-admission landscape is challenging to understand, high
school students have taken the initiative to control their admission fate by submitting multiple
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applications. During the postsecondary-admission process, it is the student and not the institution
providing the final say of where enrollment occurs. Institutions are aware of the increase in
application submissions and have responded in two ways. The institutions focused on maintaining
their yield admit fewer students through a more selective admission process. While institutions
focused on securing a full-incoming class, offer admission to more students than they can
accommodate because these institutions are aware, not every admitted student will accept their
admission offer. Although maintaining a high yield is critical, institutions focus on enrolling as
many top-level students possible, so these students do not attend other institutions (Baskin, 2015;
Stevens, 2009).
High school counselors. As defined by the ASCA, high school counselors are educators
trained in child development, learning strategies, self-management, and social skills (ASCA,
2017). Through the ASCA’s national model, high school counselors provide students with direct
and indirect services dedicated to academic, career, and social development. Unfortunately, this
model aids students who actively seek counseling sessions, and these students are more common in
schools with lower student-to-counselor ratios (Stephan & Rosenbaum, 2013). In addition to
providing the services requested of the ASCA, high school counselors are asked to provide
postsecondary-admission counseling.
The preparation for earning admission at a selective institution begins before entering high
school. Such preparation casts an assumption for high school counselors that these prepared
students have the process managed on their own and do not require postsecondary-admission
counseling (Stephan & Rosenbaum, 2013). As a high school counselor is not assigned the role of
introducing the postsecondary-admission process to all students, it is difficult for counselors to
know when their students are predisposed to postsecondary information. Harding et al. (2017)
found that the timeframe in which a student is predisposed to postsecondary information is crucial
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to a student’s postsecondary-preparation process. If students have formed their opinions on
postsecondary admission before high school, high school counselors become dependent on the
student’s family to assist with the alteration of postsecondary viewpoints.
Information associated with postsecondary admission is overbearing for all students but
particularly more for students raised in a family with limited knowledge of the postsecondaryadmission process. For these students, the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high
school counselors is a vital piece in whether aspirations to obtain higher levels of postsecondary
education occur (Harding et al., 2017). High schools with increased student-to-counselor ratios
make it difficult for high school counselors to provide students with postsecondary-admission
counseling consisting of cost, entrance requirements, and selection criteria for postsecondary
institutions (Stephan, 2013; Woods & Domina, 2014). To assist with developing educational
aspirations, high school counselors must adjust from their current ASCA model and begin seeking
students to assess and identify their postsecondary-admission knowledge. What deters high school
counselors in assessing postsecondary-admission knowledge of their students are the student-tocounselor ratios which allow counselors to provide minimal support to students outside of the
direct and indirect services requested of the ASCA.
ASCA national model. Created in 2005, the national model provides high school
counselors with a comprehensive program to assist with the development of students. The model’s
focus is to provide education, intervention, and prevention activities that support students in
developing the foundation of an academic, career, and social skills (ASCA, 2017). Focused on
working with other administrators and school staff, high school counselors value collaboration in
hopes of delivering student programs that promote future success for all. Unfortunately, the current
model is largely dependent on students seeking counselors for assistance, meaning not all students
receive postsecondary-admission counseling (Stephan, 2013).
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At the start of each school year, high school counselors are provided an annual agreement
template requiring counselors to input their school’s counseling program mission statement and
program goals. Counselors are asked to complete a use of time document, which recommends 80%
or more of their time be assigned to direct and indirect services to students. Direct services include
school counseling core curriculum, individual student planning, and responsive services, while
indirect services consist of referrals, consultations, and collaboration (ASCA, 2017). The
remaining 20% requires counselors to focus on program planning and school support.
Postsecondary-admission counseling is capable of being discussed during academic advisement
sessions. However, based on the data provided by Clinedinst and Patel (2018), high school
counselors dedicate at most 30% of their time to these sessions.
Relying on a model that allows students to dictate the frequency of counseling sessions,
and therefore limiting the postsecondary-admission counseling received, has been the focal point
of two studies introducing the concept of “college coaches” on high school campuses (Stephan,
2013). Focused on filling the gaps associated with the ASCA’s national model, coaches sought out
students by engaging in conversations throughout on-campus interactions. By doing so, coaches
were able to connect with students who otherwise avoided their high school counselors. Coaches
identified an increase in the postsecondary-social capital development of students, which boosted
the number of activities completed to develop an adequate application profile (Stephan, 2013). In
addition to the framework provided by the ASCA’s national model, coaches have been identified
as an excellent resource for both high school counselors and students. Stephan identified that by
implementing a coach on-campus, high school counselors could focus on the student’s academic
and personal issues. In contrast, coaches introduce different types of postsecondary-social capital
previously unknown to the student.
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Student-to-counselor ratios. According to 2014/15 data provided by the U.S. Department
of Education, public high school counselors are responsible for 482 students on average, yet in
California, the student-to-counselor ratio increases to 708:1 (NACAC, 2016). A study conducted
by Goodman-Scott et al. (2018) found students attending high schools with student-to-counselor
ratios of 250:1 had higher grade point averages, which in turn increased one of the distinction
marks viewed in high regard by admission officers. In the current postsecondary-admission
climate, academic missteps are costly and based on the findings of Goodman-Scott et al., solely
depending on the academic guidance of a high school counselor, already overseeing an
unmanageable number of students, leaves families uneasy.
Student-to-counselor ratios address only a portion of the problem high schools face when
dealing with postsecondary-admission counseling. The time counselors spend with individual
students is limited by increased student-to-counselor ratios, but Stephan (2013) discovered how
high school counselors conducted their meetings to be a more significant issue. As the current
counseling model waits for students to seek counselors for assistance, decreasing student-tocounselor ratios by hiring more counselors does not automatically increase the postsecondaryadmission counseling provided to students. Providing timely postsecondary-admission information
enhances the postsecondary-transition process, and according to Woods and Domina (2014), the
best way for this to take place is through small counselor caseloads.
An inability to provide enough postsecondary-admission counseling support to students on
high school campuses has not only opened the door to families seeking third-party assistance but
presents the question for a counselor’s role on-campus (Redding, 2010). Along with the direct and
indirect services provided to students, high school counselors are called upon to assist with course
scheduling, personal or crisis counseling, disciplinary tasks, and hall or lunchroom monitoring
(Stephan & Rosenbaum, 2013). These duties, paired with increased student-to-counselor ratios,
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display how high school counselors are not able to allocate much time to postsecondary-admission
counseling (Stephan & Rosenbaum, 2013).
Counselor’s role. In 2005, the ASCA developed its national model to assist with
standardizing the counselor’s role on high school campuses (Sackett et al., 2018). High school
counselors focus on identifying the direct and indirect services for students, requiring at least 80%
of their time is spent interacting face-to-face with students (Sackett et al., 2018). In theory, the
ASCA’s plan provides consistency for counselors across high school campuses, yet this is not the
case. Goodman-Scott et al. (2018) found that even if the ASCA’s plan is accomplished, and
student-to-counselor ratios are decreased, student achievement will not occur until counselors
understand their most influential impact occurs when they focus on only one piece of a student’s
development.
The ASCA’s direct services focus on the academic, career, and emotional well-being of
students (Sackett et al., 2018). With direct services at the forefront, high school counselors can
impact the lives of students. Poynton and Lapan (2017) utilized a longitudinal sample of 10thgrade students to discover students receiving career- and postsecondary-preparation from their
high school counselors were more likely to receive postsecondary admission. Despite limited in
their availability, and acting out roles inconsistent with their training, high school counselors have
the potential to assist students with their postsecondary transition (Poynton & Lapan, 2017;
Redding, 2010; Sackett et al., 2018).
The roles of high school counselors depend on their respective schools. Private high
schools not only provide students with smaller student-to-counselor ratios but employ counselors
capable of effectively enhancing a student’s postsecondary-admission applications (Stephan,
2013). In addition to application support, private high school counselors assist with application
essays, monitoring application timelines, standardized test guidance, and recommendations on
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which postsecondary institutions to apply and attend (Stephan, 2013). Despite a benefit to students,
the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school counselors is often not followedthrough by students. Roksa and Deutschlander (2018) noted that even when high school counselors
provide students with postsecondary-admission counseling, students ignore their guidance and rely
on the postsecondary suggestions of family members. Not every student is fortunate enough to
have family members know about the postsecondary process. As the postsecondary-application
process requires assistance with several events before an application is complete, Hardie (2018)
challenges not only the role of schools within the planning process but counselors as well.
Allowing greater access between high school counselors and students can expand the counselor’s
role in the postsecondary-admission process.
Counselor access. As resources on high school campuses become scarce, only 33% of
public schools provide at least one counselor to assist students with postsecondary-admission
counseling (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). Such limited access to postsecondary-admission counseling
impacts the future educational aspirations of students. Regardless of postsecondary conversations
occurring between counselor-student or parent-student, the sooner these conversations begin, the
better. Harding et al. (2017) found the more a student discussed postsecondary education, not only
did the likelihood of receiving admission into a 4-year institution increase, but the percentages of
AP classes taken, and the number of institutions applied to also increased. These students were
also more likely to earn a graduate degree leading to increased future economic opportunities.
Limited postsecondary-admission counseling has led over a quarter of postsecondarybound students to seek the assistance of an IEC (Sklarow, 2012). IECs provide students and their
families the opportunity to develop relationships with professionals focused on the postsecondaryadmission process. Most of the tasks performed by an IEC are familiar to high school counselors.
However, according to Harding et al. (2017), high school counselors are not trained to serve as
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postsecondary-admission counselors. Many students only meet their high school counselors for
individual graduation plan meetings, causing relationships between counselors and students
challenging to develop (Sackett et al., 2018). Developing relationships is an essential aspect of
counseling because academic advising is best built on trust, allowing for advisement on academic
courses, on-campus clubs to join, and summer activities, all of which strengthen a student’s
application profile.
Independent educational consultant. Beginning in New England during the 1950s, IECs
are specialized counselors trained to provide families with services related to the postsecondaryadmission process (IECA, 2019). IECs serve as the educational middlemen for families during the
confusing and stressful postsecondary-application process and are often referred to as “family
mediators” (Smith & Sun, 2015). During their early years, the motives of IECs were questioned,
and not until 1976 was an organization developed to provide clarity for both families and
postsecondary institutions. The IECA was created to set clear standards for the IEC profession,
along with ethics and training standards (IECA, 2017). Despite being viewed as “for-profit
counselors” performing the role high school counselors provided for free, the IEC profession has
grown into over a $400 million per year industry over the last 20 years (Brown, 2017).
Currently, not only do more than a quarter of postsecondary-bound students utilize IEC
services, but since 2005, the profession has increased 400% domestically and 1,000%
internationally (Sklarow, 2018). This quick rise in demand occurred through the perfect storm of
parental anxiety and selective admission standards. Parents, although once familiar with the
postsecondary-application process, have limited knowledge of the current postsecondaryadmission process (Redding, 2010). A lack of parental knowledge and limited high school
counselor availability has created a market of high demand. Unfortunately, as an attractive
profession, the doors for consulting opportunities have been opened for what Sklarow refers to as
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“dabblers” and “individual members.” As expansion becomes the trend within the IEC community,
corporatization of the profession becomes inevitable.
IEC as a profession. A valuable resource for institutions and families alike, professional
organizations like the Higher Education Consultants Association (HECA), IECA, and NACAC
have implemented vetting processes for individuals interested in becoming an affiliated IEC.
According to the IECA website (2017), membership qualifications include having a master’s
degree, three years of admission counseling experience, and familiarity with the postsecondaryapplication process. In addition to these qualifications, members are required to perform extensive
campus visits. These visits, on average, equating to 25 different campuses annually (IECA, 2017).
Through campus visits, IECs become familiar with institutions, extending their knowledge past the
information easily identified on websites. By understanding an institution’s environment, IECs are
better suited to identify a student’s best-fit postsecondary institution based on their academic and
social characteristics.
Not associated with postsecondary institutions, IEC services are provided through
professional affiliations and individual memberships. Although IEC growth is trending upward, the
number of professionals working on behalf of professional organizations represents only 20% of
all IECs (Sklarow, 2018). With no institutional policies or human resource departments to monitor
their actions, IECs can easily cross ethical boundaries. Mark Sklarow and the IECA have worked
diligently to create IEC ethical guidelines. As IEC guidelines are not displayed to the public,
families must be aware of the warning signs associated with an ineffective IEC. A few glaring
warning signs are the IEC guarantees acceptance into a specific top-institution, promises to use
connections to secure postsecondary admission, holds no formal training but credentials include
assisting their child with the application process, edits the application essays themselves to assure
quality, and does not communicate the services in exchange for their fee (IECA, 2019). Pairing
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claims of knowledge on admission secrets, with the ability to charge prices deemed “fair” based on
their discretion, IECs work within a market containing minimum ethical standards making the
hiring process problematic for families.
Benefits of working with an IEC. Access to postsecondary-admission information has
grown, yet there are a limited number of personnel on high school campuses to provide this
information to students and their families. As the trend of unmanageable student-to-counselor
ratios is not set to decline, earning admission to one’s “dream” institution becomes further out of
reach. Hence, many families utilizing the services of an IEC are eager to receive advice and are
aware that the more information presented throughout the postsecondary-admission process, the
better. Cognizant of the family and societal pressures students encounter, IECs personalize
academic roadmaps for families to depict the postsecondary-admission process. Such a
personalized approach assists families in their identification of what postsecondary institution bestfits their child (Burkander & Schneider, 2014).
Balancing student-to-counselor ratios more manageable than high school counselors, IECs
can place families in the best position to achieve their postsecondary-admission dreams. Also,
parents are more involved with the postsecondary-admission process, creating open lines of
communication between children and their parents. In many ways, IECs become mediators,
managing the stressors associated with high school and the postsecondary-admission process so
families can enjoy their time together before their child graduates from high school. Along with
serving as mediators, families also hire IECs because parents are too busy to invest the required
time to support their child during the postsecondary-admission process, and this need for personal
attention cannot be obtained on high school campuses (Entrepreneur, 2008).
The review of the literature obtained focused on postsecondary admission, high school
counselors, and IECs for high school students. The themes that were common throughout the
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articles were academic requirements for postsecondary admission, availability of high school
counselors, increased preparedness working with an IEC, and the postsecondary-admission
experiences of families aware of how to exercise their cultural, economic, and social capital.
Researchers have shown that high school students unfamiliar with many of the themes lower their
chance of attending a postsecondary institution. High schools, along with middle schools, need to
focus on enhanced programs to educate families on the postsecondary-admission process. Being
prepared for the postsecondary-admission process does not require the assistance of an IEC if
middle schools and high schools do their part in educating parents and students alike.
Review of Methodological Issues
Researchers studying the postsecondary-admission process have provided reasons why
families purchase supplemental resources to assist their child with postsecondary admission.
Whether to navigate the everchanging postsecondary-admission process, receive the academic
guidance not provided by their high school counselors, or to maintain forms of capital, families
secure supplemental resources because of many factors. In many instances throughout the
research, families lacking in only one of the areas have enough of a concern to seek supplemental
postsecondary-admission counseling support.
As the access to postsecondary admission continues to expand, research on the admission
process extends back to its first study conducted in 1903 (Beale, 2012). It comes to no surprise that
the research on postsecondary admission differs depending on private or public institutions, highly
selective or less selective, and even location. This research focuses on how the expansion of
postsecondary admission has created an educational market in high demand (Baum et al., 2013;
Beale, 2012; Furuta, 2017; Kosutic, 2017; National Center for Education Statistics, 2016; Redding,
2010). Due to this high-demand, the United States postsecondary-admission landscape faces an
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application craze, which is far removed from its humble beginnings of educating students from the
local region.
An increase in not only the overall amount of applications received but the total number
submitted by individual students has caused even the most selective institutions to admit fewer
students (McDonough et al., 2012). Based on data collected from their annual Counseling Trends
Survey and Admissions Trends Survey, Clinedinst and Patel (2018) display not only the
percentage increase of student applications but what the application increase means for the
admission officers assigned to read each application. Admission officers are now busy for
extended amounts of time because students submit applications outside of the regular decision
deadlines through EA and ED application plans. Access to different types of application plans
creates an additional layer to the postsecondary-admission process, forcing families to seek
supplemental-application assistance. Different application plans not only to help to increase the
odds of postsecondary admission, but they serve as a way for institutions to manage the business
side of enrollment (Baskin, 2015; Powell, 2018; Stevens, 2009). As a business, postsecondary
institutions manage their yield through highly selective admission processes.
No longer admitted based on a handful of criteria, admission officers expect a student’s
postsecondary application to be packaged in a way that not only meets all the marks of academic
distinction but displays an interest in attending the institution if accepted (IECA, 2018). Even if a
student submits a flawless application, they may still fall victim to the under 70% postsecondaryacceptance rates (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). These limited postsecondary-acceptance rates allow
an institution like Stanford, who received 47,451 applications for the Class of 2022, only to admit
2,071 students while assuring their yield remains (Stanford University, 2019).
Guidance on how to navigate the postsecondary-admission process is challenging to find
on high school campuses. Solely lowering student-to-counselor ratios will not immediately
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increase postsecondary-admission rates. However, in a study conducted by Goodman-Scott et al.
(2018), students attending high schools with student-to-counselor ratios of 250:1 have significantly
higher GPAs than students who do not. For these GPA increases to occur, students must meet their
counselors for strategic academic planning sessions. In a phenomenological inquiry of high school
students’ experience with their counselors, Sackett et al. (2018) stated many students had no
relationships with their high school counselors and students only scheduled meetings with their
counselors to prepare individual graduations plans. Although Sackett et al.’s results appear to
prove students do not require interactions with their high school counselors for academic success,
Poynton and Lapan (2017) found through their longitudinal study that students who actively met
with their high school counselors by 10th grade were more likely to receive postsecondary
admission.
Cognizant of the limited resources available to their children, middle- and upper-middleclass parents utilize cultural, economic, and social resources to assure the information related to
the postsecondary-admission process is received by their child (Cipollone, 2012). In their study of
children born between 1980–1991, Chetty et al. (2017) highlighted the stark differences between
postsecondary-institution access for families from different socioeconomic backgrounds. Reasons
for the differences are not only present in the education of parents but the access to resources
associated with the higher social class (Clegg, 2011). During a year-long research project on the
postsecondary-admission process, Holmstrom et al. (2011) discovered that children reflect
parenting skills, and parents who purchase postsecondary-admission support feel their children
view them in a more positive light.
As parenting skills are attributed to the amount of cultural and social capital transmitted to
children, Savage (2011) displayed how this capital transmission is done best in education through a
study of K–12 students in North Carolina. Within educational settings, students display behaviors
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cultivated by their cultural and social upbringings. Each behavior is awarded by academia and
places students in a position to locate academic success continually. An ability to use the
experiences of family and friends with knowledge of postsecondary institutions is a benefit
highlighted by Soares (2010). As influential as cultural capital can be within a classroom setting,
its real power lies within being exchanged for “academic capital” to assist in receiving the
academic accolades associated with postsecondary admission (Soares, 2010).
Synthesis of Research Findings
This literature review provides reasons why families of high school students require
additional postsecondary-admission counseling, and the supplemental avenues pursued to acquire
such services. The lack of availability and postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge of high
school counselors have impacted high school students (Harding et al., 2017; Stephan, 2013). High
school counselors, despite their academic and personal accolades, are inadequately trained to
advise students on the postsecondary-admission process (Harding et al., 2017). As a result,
families with postsecondary aspirations must seek out professional services to assist their children.
Whether a family decides to receive postsecondary-admission counseling from their social network
or purchase the services of an IEC, research states the sooner a family begins preparing for
postsecondary admission, the better (Hardie, 2018; Harding et al., 2017; Stephen & Rosenbaum,
2013).
Another factor affecting a family’s postsecondary-admission counseling is cultural,
economic, and social capital. There is an awareness of how Bourdieu’s cultural capital and literacy
associated with social status is affirmed through the academic qualifications of family members
(Cipollone & Stich, 2017; Gaddis, 2013; Jaeger & Breen, 2013; Kosutic, 2017; Liu, 2011).
Research states that Bourdieu’s initial cultural reproduction hypothesis claimed that educational
success is secured across generations by passing the knowledge and skills associated with “the
39

rules of the game” regarding education (Jaeger, 2011). These “rules” are not only embedded in a
child during their early years through a developed habitus, but they impact how a family views the
amount of postsecondary-admission counseling required by the family. The development of a
child’s habitus at an early age can impact a family’s postsecondary-preparation process, as shown
through their participation in shadow education activities (Cipollone & Stich, 2017).
Families equipped with more cultural, economic, and social capital tend to have access to
resources available to middle-class families. A process consisting of the entire family, the
postsecondary-planning process is years in the making and the social support provided by not only
parents, but other family members is a critical asset (Stephan & Rosenbaum, 2013). The stress
associated with the postsecondary-admission process increases as application deadlines approach,
requiring families to either provide individual attention to their child or purchase supplemental
assistance in the form of an IEC (Stephan, 2013). Unfamiliar to most families, IEC services
become an option after families have sought out guidance through their cultural and social
resources (Roksa & Deutschlander, 2018).
Each year, due to an increase in admission applications submitted and limited spots
available on-campus, receiving postsecondary admission becomes increasingly competitive.
Researchers have found postsecondary-admission competition not only increases the demand for
shadow education services but increases the fear of privileged families seeking to transfer class
privileges via postsecondary admission (Jaeger, 2011; Jaeger & Breen, 2013; Sklarow, 2018). To
assure a family’s class status is maintained, counseling concierges or family mediators are hired to
not only secure educational accomplishments but to minimize the amount of stress associated with
the postsecondary-admission process (Hamilton, Roksa, & Nielsen, 2018; Smith, 2014; Smith &
Sun, 2015). A concierge service capable of not only playing the role of a mediator but providing
knowledge of the postsecondary-admission landscape exists in the form of an IEC.
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Since 2005, researchers have shown that IEC growth has increased domestically by 400%,
internationally by 1,000%, and a 300% increase of “dabblers” testing the market (Sklarow, 2018).
Concerned with their child’s postsecondary-admission process, and the transferring of educational
success across generations, families must comprehend what it means to receive admission to their
child’s first-choice institution. Facing a more complicated postsecondary-admission process, and
other stressors, families work to identify their child’s best-fit institution even if it is not a topchoice institution of the parents (Sklarow, 2018). Researchers state that the IEC profession is
capable of preying on families worried about the postsecondary-admission process, so it is
essential for families to protect themselves when selecting the appropriate IEC and service.
Critique of Previous Research
Some problematic issues were discovered in the review of the literature concerning
postsecondary-admission counseling for high school students. For one, research on why families
value postsecondary admission, and the perception of IEC assistance is limited. Much of the
research is either conducted by IEC organizations or focuses solely on how privileged families
leverage IEC services during the postsecondary-application process. Research falls short in
capturing the cultural and social capital of a family, and how the reproduction of cultural capital
influences the value of postsecondary admission and the perception of IEC support. By not
knowing the habits and skills families equip their children with at a young age, it is difficult to
understand why families expend large amounts of economic capital to secure educational support.
Knowing why educational attainments are valued, the utilization of IECs, and the value of
postsecondary admission becomes evident.
Research on IECs and their impact on different racial groups within the postsecondaryadmission process is limited. Whether focused on the utilization of IECs or justifying their work
throughout the postsecondary-admission process, IECs continue to prove they are invaluable to
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postsecondary-bound students. Like other forms of shadow education, IECs fill a void not
available on high school campuses, and this contributes to the marketization of higher education
(Smith & Sun, 2015). Whether serving as a family mediator, or a family’s key to receiving
postsecondary admission, there is an insufficient amount of research pinpointing the “what-ifs” of
families not working with an IEC. For decades researchers have stated the importance of
Bourdieu’s cultural reproduction theory on the postsecondary-decision-making process (Koustic,
2017). Since Bourdieu’s theory has impacted postsecondary decisions, the possibility families
work with an IEC only because their services are an insurance policy for privileged families
becomes a strong possibility.
Concerned their children will not live up to expectations, and aware of the increased
selectivity of institutions during the postsecondary-admission process, families become overly
worried with the academic, economic, and social success of their child (Jaeger, 2011; Jaeger &
Breen, 2013; Kisida et al., 2014; Martin, 2010). A force unfamiliar to families, maintaining social
status is essential to the utilization of shadow education services. Although prior research focuses
on IECs from a social stratification lens, there is more to study regarding the development of
cultural capital and the success of students who have worked with an IEC (Jaeger & Breen, 2013;
Smith, 2014; Smith & Sun, 2015). Investing in a child’s future is an easy decision made by
families, especially those with an excess of economic capital, yet the extent of the shadow
education investments vary. Shadow education is no longer presented with the stigma of overprepping; instead, it is a typical experience during a student’s learning experience (Kim & Baker,
2013). Slowly becoming more about a family’s ability to secure future capital than a child learning
through personal exploration, IECs find themselves as the middlemen balancing the capital
attainment of families, and the academic development of students.
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Chapter 2 Summary
A review of the literature on the ever-changing postsecondary-admission process, high
school counselors, IECs, and Bourdieu’s forms of capital. Not an exact science, even for admission
officers, the literature explains the current state of postsecondary admissions, and the adjustments
made to postsecondary-admission plans. IEC research continues to expand, yet the profession is
misunderstood by many. A commercial service not providing a tangible product; measuring IEC
success is difficult. Throughout the research, the duties of IECs vary, but a constant viewpoint of
families is IECs serve as a concierge or family mediator. Not until a longitudinal study consisting
of a control group and non-control group is completed, studies on IECs will provide insufficient
data on whether the supplement postsecondary-admission services of an IEC increase admission
odds.
There is limited research on the educational roadmap families create for their children, and
how cultural, economic, and social capital are leveraged during the pursuit of receiving
postsecondary admission. The goal of this study is to collect data from parents’ experiences with
the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school counselors and the process taken
by families to secure supplemental counseling services. When discussing the postsecondarypreparation process, families agree on the completion of many steps throughout the process but are
not sure why. Collecting more information on how parents perceive the postsecondary-admission
counseling provided by high school counselors, and how the decision was made to supplement the
counseling services received not only benefit families currently undergoing the postsecondaryadmission process but families preparing for this process in the future.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter provides a review of the methodology selected to acquire information from
parents to comprehend their perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by
high school counselors, and how these experiences impacted the decision to utilize IEC services.
Focusing on the phenomenon of transitioning from a high school counselor to an IEC for
postsecondary-admission counseling, a phenomenological study allowed for a description of what
parents had in common with the postsecondary-admission counseling support of high school
counselors and the support received by an IEC (Creswell, 2018). Parents discussed the
postsecondary-admission plans of their children, what their experiences with the high school
counselor were, and how their experiences with the high school counselor ultimately led to
purchasing the services of an IEC. The experiences of families are relevant because it describes
what the postsecondary-admission process means to families.
Having the goal of comprehending the lived experiences of families during their
postsecondary-admission process, parents were the best interview participants. Parents are not only
aware of the family’s postsecondary-admission aspirations, but parents purchase IEC services to
support their children (Chan, Fung, & Chien, 2013; Creswell, 2018). Each is the reason why
parents were selected to interview as parents are capable of articulating the importance of
postsecondary-admission counseling for their child.
Chapter 3 presents the study’s design, population, and sampling and instrumentation
methods. The data collection tool utilized and how the data was analyzed is explained. Through
participant responses, the process a family completed before deciding the postsecondary-admission
counseling provided by their high school counselor was insufficient for their postsecondaryadmission aspirations was identified. Also, the limitations of design and validation procedures are
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discussed. Chapter 3 concludes with the study’s expected findings and ethical issues, ending with a
chapter summary.
Research Questions
The interview questions and protocol were used to interview participants in California.
Focused on collecting the lived experience of participants, the research questions created an
understanding of the features associated with the experienced phenomenon of participants
(Broomé, 2011; Creswell, 2018). Aware of past observations and findings, this study focused on
the shared experiences of California families. These research questions were answered during the
interview process through the interview questions in Appendix A.
RQ1. What are parent perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by
high school counselors?
RQ2. How do parent experiences with the postsecondary-admission counseling provided
by high school counselors lead to acquiring the services of an IEC?
RQ3. How does a parents’ knowledge of postsecondary-admission counseling improve
once working with an IEC?
Purpose and Design of Study
The purpose of this study was to understand parent experiences with the postsecondaryadmission counseling of high school students in California. California high school students attend
schools where the average student-to-counselor ratio for the state is 708:1 (Clinedinst & Patel,
2018), and the limited postsecondary-admission counseling provided to students was a shared
experience by families. Reasons for such a high average can be attributed to California public high
schools having a total enrollment of 6,226,543, and despite employing the second-highest number
of high school counselors in the country, the fact at most 30% of a counselor’s job consists of
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postsecondary-admission counseling, means students receive limited counseling on the
postsecondary-admission process (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018; NACAC, 2016).
A qualitative research method was used for this study. Beginning with assumptions, and
using theoretical frameworks, qualitative research addresses human problems at hand. By using
qualitative research, an emergent approach to inquiry, along with data collection, occurred in a
natural setting to the participants (Creswell, 2018). Data analysis was both inductive and
deductive, allowing for patterns to establish as well as participants and research reflections to
interpret the problem during a final report (Creswell, 2018) and comprehending the participant
experience with the phenomenon allowed for an in-depth understanding of the family’s decisionmaking process to support their child’s postsecondary-admission aspirations. Participants for this
study were chosen based on their experience with the research topic, and their participation with
the investigated phenomenon.
A phenomenological study was used because it allowed for a focus on the common and
shared lived experiences of parents in California (Creswell, 2018). To answer the study’s research
questions, Pereira’s (2012) procedures for conducting phenomenological research were followed.
By selecting a phenomenological study, data was collected from participants experienced with the
phenomenon, allowing the postsecondary-admission counseling experience to be described
(Creswell, 2018). This study included parents of California high school students who were
currently attending or recently graduated from high school.
This study used a transcendental approach to phenomenology, meaning the focus was on
the experiences of participants and not the researcher (Creswell, 2018). Concentrating on
participant experiences, transcendental phenomenology consists of pinpointing a phenomenon to
study, bracketing out individual researcher-experiences, and collecting data from multiple people
experienced with the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). By bracketing out the researcher’s personal
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and professional experiences, the study collected a fresh perspective from participants on the
phenomenon (Chan et al., 2013; Creswell, 2018). Despite phenomenological studies allowing data
to be gathered in many ways as long as the participants lived experience is described, this study
used in-depth, individual interviews. The collected data was analyzed and summarized through
textual and structural descriptions (Creswell, 2018).
Research Population and Sampling
Twelve parents of high school students were recruited for the study. Participants were
recruited through a California-based educational company’s database and screened based on the
area in which they live and their child’s high school graduation year. One parent per family was
selected to participate, and the selected parent was the most experienced with the phenomenon and
able to communicate the postsecondary-admission counseling received by high school counselors,
the decision-making process to hire an IEC, and the experience working with an IEC. Depending
on whether their child attended a private or public high school, parents experienced different
student-to-counselor ratios.
The sampling method used was a criterion sampling strategy. This method was selected
because it required all participants to have experienced the same phenomenon (Creswell, 2018).
Each of the 12 selected participants was the parent of a child living in California and either
currently attending or recently graduated from a high school in the area. Since criterion sampling
requires participants to meet a specific criterion, the age group, ethnicity, and gender of
participants did not matter. Participants were required to have a child currently attending or
recently graduated from a high school in California and having received postsecondary-admission
counseling from their high school counselor. Before inviting parents to participate in the study,
Concordia University Institutional Review Board (CU-IRB) approval was required. Although
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children were not interviewed, the research focused on their postsecondary-admission counseling
and can be considered a vulnerable subject population, requiring a CU-IRB review.
Instrumentation
Creswell (2018) describes in-depth interviews, consisting of open-ended questions, as the
best data collection tool for a phenomenological study. An interview protocol was used as a single
data-collection instrument. The interview protocol guided the interactions through a series of
procedures, allowing the lived experiences of parents to be discussed (Creswell, 2018). Despite
phenomenological study interviews being able to occur multiple times with the same participant,
this study interviewed 12 parents only once (Creswell, 2018). As this study asked participants to
describe their experiences, parent responses were recorded and transcribed as direct quotes
(Broomé, 2011; Creswell, 2018). With interview questions being at the core of the interview
protocol, parents began with interview questions that acclimated them to the postsecondaryadmission counseling provided by high school counselors before delving deeper into the
phenomenon. By providing participants with open-ended questions, their ability to describe the
experience in a wide range became more natural, and follow-up questions to extract “what it was
like” moments occurred (Broomé, 2011). The 12 interview questions used during the interview had
a duration of 45–60 minutes.
Data Collection
Data was collected through in-depth, individual interviews. All interviews were conducted
in an environment most comfortable to the participants, ensuring honest, rich descriptions of
parents’ lived experience with the discussed phenomenon. Parents signed a consent form that
included the study’s purpose and explained responses would be recorded with a digital recorder
and a back-up device in the form of an iPhone. Interviews were saved as audio files, and a back-up
digital file was saved on a flash drive that was securely stored away. The parents’ responses were
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uploaded to the NVivo 12 data-management software and transcribed for data analysis and
presentation of the findings. Parents received a copy of their data collection transcript to review
before the data-analysis process. Providing parents a copy of their data collection transcript
confirmed the accuracy of information through member checking.
Aware an ethical study requires privacy as a form of respect for the person, confidentially
remained throughout the data-collection process (Creswell, 2018). There was no person-specific or
information used to make participants identifiable. To strengthen the support of participants during
the study, participants were provided with the knowledge they were participating in a study, the
study’s purpose, and the study’s nature was shared (Creswell, 2018). To ensure confidentiality,
pseudonyms were assigned to each parent (e.g., P1, P2, P3). The pseudonyms were assigned to
participants in the order they were interviewed. Individual interviews were scheduled based on the
availability of parents, creating a first-come, first assigned pseudonym dynamic. Parents were
aware that they could be excused at any time throughout the data collection process.
Identification of Attributes
Attributes for this study describe the criteria used to measure what was defined in the
study. To comprehend the postsecondary-admission counseling provided to high school students
attributes needed to be described. High school students, especially those in California, face unique
postsecondary pressures requiring additional postsecondary-admission counseling.
High school counselor preparedness. Equipped with both a master’s degree and state
certification in school counseling, high school counselors are knowledgeable enough to provide
students with postsecondary-admission counseling (ASCA, 2017). Unfortunately, following the
ASCA’s national model means high school counselors allocate, at most, 30% of their time to
providing postsecondary-admission counseling to students (ASCA, 2017; Clinedinst & Patel,
2018). To become more prepared, high school counselors can better plan the direct services
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provided to their students, as noted within their annual ASCA agreement (ASCA, 2017). Although
not displayed through the ASCA’s national model, adopting the innovative strategy of college
coaches can allow high school counselors to identify students who require the most postsecondaryadmission information, allowing their social capital, as it relates to postsecondary institutions, to
develop (Roksa & Deutschlander, 2018; Stephan & Rosenbaum, 2013).
IEC knowledge. The IECA requires their IECs to begin with an associate membership, and
progress towards earning a professional membership. An associate IEC is required to have, at
minimum, a bachelor’s degree, one-year experience in educational placement counseling or
admission and is either established or transitioning to the IEC practice (IECA, 2019). The most
notable type of IEC is equipped with professional membership. A professional membership
requires a master's degree or higher, three years’ experience in educational placement counseling
or admissions, and has advised either 35 students through private practice or advised 50 students in
a professional setting (IECA, 2019). IECs do not have to balance the direct and indirect services of
high school counselors, allowing IECs to focus on ways best to prepare their students for the everchanging postsecondary-admissions process.
Social capital influence. A family’s predisposition to postsecondary information enhances
the postsecondary-transition process. Roksa and Deutschlander (2018) stated that a family’s social
resources allow for smoother navigation of the postsecondary-choice process as their
postsecondary knowledge is obtained through personal or professional social ties. These personal
and professional ties allow families to comprehend the postsecondary-admission counseling
provided by their child’s high school counselor and identify what information their child is not
receiving. With families depending more on the guidance of a family’s social capital to understand
the postsecondary-admission process, high school counselors are continually at a disadvantage
when discussing postsecondary-admission information to students with postsecondary-institution
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social capital (Hardie, 2018; Stephan, 2013). To compound the disadvantage for high school
counselors, families also purchase the services of an IEC, impacting how a family values the
postsecondary-admission knowledge of a high school counselor.
Economic capital influence. Access to different types of postsecondary institutions differ
based on a family’s income distribution. Chetty et al. (2017) identified more students in the top
one percent attend “Ivy Plus” colleges (the eight Ivy League institutions, University of Chicago,
Stanford, MIT, and Duke) than students from the entire bottom half of the income distribution.
Parents expect their children to take advantage of the resources provided to them and to receive
postsecondary admission, followed by becoming economically independent of their parents
(Holmstrom et al., 2011).
Data Analysis Procedures
Once the interviews were transcribed, the text underwent four steps (Broomé, 2011;
Moustakas, 1994). The initial step of phenomenological research data analysis required the
researcher to adopt the phenomenological attitude and set aside personal experiences by bracketing
out presuppositions (Broomé, 2011; Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). Bracketing allowed
parents’ perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors to be
perceived as information heard for the first time by the researcher (Creswell, 2018; Moustakas,
1994). Moustakas describes transcendental phenomenology as a new view, learning about an
experience for the first time, which makes the research’s goal to appear in the context as
participants describe it. By bracketing, researcher bias was removed, and the findings from the data
are credible and reliable.
The second step required that all data be reduced to make sense of participant experiences.
This step was completed using the NVivo 12 data-management software, which allowed for
patterns to emerge through the phenomenon’s coded attributes. This data analysis step allowed for
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the experiences to be understood from a commonsense perspective, and relationships between
responses to be categorized and organized into meaningful units (Broomé, 2011; Moustakas,
1994).
Data analysis’s third step allowed for common themes to be developed through clusters of
meaning (Creswell, 2018). Clusters of meaning were created by understanding the significant
statements provided during the second step. These common themes were represented visually
through NVivo 12 software. By generating a visual representation of the data, there were
opportunities to identify unexpected findings or trends which otherwise would have been
unnoticed (Creswell, 2018).
The final step of data analysis required data to be synthesized into essence statements of the
phenomenon (Creswell, 2018). Data was taken from participant descriptions of what they
experienced, and how they experienced the phenomenon in terms of the context. As this step
focused on the shared experiences of the participants, the statement of essence was generalizable to
the lived experience of all parents of high school students in this study on the researched
phenomenon.
Limitations of the Research Design
The study’s goal was to understand the lived experiences of parents with postsecondaryadmission counseling. A sample size of 12 parents was small, yielding a limitation. Researcher
subjectivity was also a limitation capable of causing reliability and validity issues. Conflict of
interest was not a limitation to the research design or ethical considerations because no conflict
existed between the researcher and parents.
Validation
Creswell (2018) defines validation as an attempt to assess study accuracy by the researcher,
participant, and study reviewers. Through validation strategies, accurately ensuring the data
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received from participants occurred. This study used bracketing to ensure accuracy. According to
Moustakas (1994), bracketing is rarely perfectly achieved, but the idea was embraced from the
start of the study, meaning personal and professional experiences with the phenomenon were
bracketed out. Making sure the responses of participants were truthful and valid were critical
pieces of validating the study. By setting initial study standards, the quality of research was in
place for both participants and the researcher to follow.
Credibility. Anney (2014) defined credibility as the confidence in research findings. The
study’s findings must develop from the participant’s data and original views. Member checking
was used to allow parents to review their interview transcripts to ensure there was minimal
research bias, which increased the study’s validity (Creswell, 2018). By using a phenomenological
design, non-generalizable results could occur, meaning external validity can take place if the
study’s results are generalizable to other populations. Lastly, the limited sample size of 12 parents
could not provide results significant enough to be generalizable across larger populations
(Creswell, 2018).
Dependability. Dependability was met by creating a study that, if duplicated, yields similar
results (Shenton, 2004). The dependability of this study was related to how the interview questions
were structured, and the consistency of the interviews conducted. Interview questions followed
Moustakas’ (1994) recommendations of asking two-broad, and general, questions focused on what
the participant experienced in terms of the phenomenon, and how the participant experienced the
phenomenon. Also, additional open-ended questions were asked that aligned with the study’s
conceptual framework, ensuring the study’s intent was met.
Expected Findings
This study expected to identify common attributes and themes related to parents’
perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors. In this study, it
53

was expected of parents to discuss issues about the academic competitiveness of their child’s high
school, the depth of postsecondary-admission counseling provided by their high school counselor,
how the family has prepared for the postsecondary-admission process, and the benefits of working
with an IEC. Lastly, dissatisfaction with how prepared their child was for the postsecondaryadmission process was discussed as parents struggled to accept their child was not on track to
receive admission to their first-choice postsecondary institution. The study’s results confirmed the
literature of scholars and addressed issues not covered in the literature.
Ethical Issues of the Study
The present study provided all participants with an explanation of the purpose, benefits,
and risks of the research. Each participant was given the limitations of confidentiality and made
aware of how their responses would be protected. Per Concordia University’s Institutional Review
Board (IRB) requirements, each participant signed an informed consent document, and an
institutional permission letter was granted to access the research population.
Conflict of interest assessment. I am a director at an educational company. Despite not
functioning as an active IEC, there is an understanding of the process families undergo while
receiving postsecondary-admission counseling from an IEC. As the researcher, I remained
objective and analyzed the data within the guidelines outlined in the study. There was no interest
for me to gain from this study as my motivation for collecting data was purely scholarly and did
not benefit my employer.
Researcher’s position. I am currently a director of enrollment at an educational company.
As the director of enrollment, the enrollment team I oversee sells IEC services to families. None of
the parents that I interviewed were able to access me outside of the guidelines outlined in the
study. The negative experiences that I heard from parents will allow for improvements to be made
at the educational company.
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Ethical issues in the study. In order to conduct an ethical study, a researcher must
anticipate all ethical issues that can arise (Creswell, 2018). Creswell’s three principles of respect
for persons, concern for welfare, and justice assured an ethical study was conducted. Also, the
National Research Council’s (2003) four ways to address ethical issues were implemented. The
four ways are consent gained from all participants, assuring all participants are protected from
harm, taking precautions to protect against any vulnerable group, and selecting participants
equitably. No participants were coerced into joining the study, and if the informed consent form
was not signed, participants were dismissed. All data is kept for three years from the close of the
study and securely stored in a locked safety drawer. No data was collected before receiving CUIRB approval.
Chapter 3 Summary
This study helps answer how families decided the postsecondary-admission counseling
provided by their child’s high school counselor was insufficient in obtaining their postsecondaryadmission aspirations. To assure selected participants could help answer the research questions, a
criterion sampling method was used, focusing on each participant’s experience with the same
phenomenon. Through in-depth, individual interviews, data was collected. After collecting the
data, it was analyzed and validated to assure that all proper themes were identified. Lastly, ethical
guidelines were met, and CU-IRB approval was required to ensure that all participants were
protected throughout the research.
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Results
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to acquire information from California parents to
comprehend their perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school
counselors and how their experiences led to utilizing IEC services. A qualitative phenomenological
study was used to understand parent experiences with postsecondary-admission counseling. The
phenomenon of utilizing an IEC for postsecondary-admission counseling was the focus of the
individual interviews. Twelve open-ended questions developed to obtain detailed responses were
used (see Appendix A). Each interview was conducted in a location most comfortable to the
parent, lasting an average of 45 to 60 minutes.
Research questions. I designed three research questions to help understand parent
experiences with the postsecondary-admission counseling of their high school counselor, and how
their experiences led to utilizing the services of an IEC. The following questions were the focal
point of the study.
RQ1. What are parent perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by
high school counselors?
RQ2. How do parent experiences with the postsecondary-admission counseling provided
by high school counselors lead to acquiring the services of an IEC?
RQ3. How does a parents’ knowledge of postsecondary-admission counseling improve
once working with an IEC?
Data analysis. I interviewed 12 parents and recorded responses on a digital recorder and an
iPhone. Once all interviews were completed, interviews were saved digitally as audio files along
with a copy on a flash drive. Audio files were then uploaded to the NVivo 12 data-management
software for transcription and saved according to the assigned pseudonyms. Each transcript was
56

then saved as a Microsoft Word document and reviewed to confirm the accuracy and verify all
identifying parent information was removed. Parents were emailed copies of their transcripts for
member checking to ensure accurate responses.
Themes were identified in the transcripts by utilizing the four steps of phenomenological
research data analysis (Broomé, 2011; Moustakas, 1994) and the NVivo 12 data-management
software. By following the four steps, I was able to apply an attitude that set aside personal
experiences. Setting aside these experiences allowed for bracketing to occur, and parent responses
to be accepted in the context they were explained. By using open-ended questions, bracketing
allowed for interviews to be navigated as if the information being heard was learned for the first
time. The NVivo 12 software allowed for data to be coded, having themes and subthemes emerge.
Themes and subthemes were identified through word frequency queries and mind maps.
Results of data analysis. The data analysis results are a product of the three research
questions focused on postsecondary-admission counseling. Each research question led to the
development of four themes and eight subthemes. The themes and subthemes were developed after
analyzing the data. My investigation of the phenomenon allowed for the emergence of the
following themes: postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge, counselor availability, student
and counselor fit, and personalization. The subthemes that emerged from investigating the
phenomenon were: confidence-level, planning roadmap, counseling meeting frequency, counselor
preparation, student connection, family expectation, cookie-cutter counseling, and holistic
counseling. The themes and subthemes as they relate to each research question are presented below
in Table 1.
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Table 1
Emerged Themes Related to Research Questions
Research
Question

#1

#2

#3

Subthemes

P1

P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12

Theme 1 – Postsecondary-Admission Counseling Knowledge
Confident
*
*
*
Non-Confident
*
*
*
*
*
Planning
*
*
* *
*
*
*
*
Roadmap
Theme 2 – Counselor Availability
Counseling
*
*
* *
*
*
*
*
Meeting
Frequency
Counselor
*
*
*
*
Preparation
Theme 3 – Student and Counselor Fit
Student
*
*
*
*
Connection
Family
*
*
*
Expectation
Theme 4 – Personalization
Cookie Cutter
*
*
*
*
*
*
Counseling
Holistic
*
*
* *
*
*
*
Counseling

*
*

*
*

*
*

*
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*
*

Findings of the study. Every parent answered 12 open-ended interview questions that
provided information about their experiences with postsecondary-admission counseling in
California. According to parent experiences, all 12 parents indicated that in order to receive
postsecondary-admission counseling, the guidance of an IEC was required. Eight of the 12 parents
were not confident in the postsecondary-admission counseling of their high school counselor.
Seven of the 12 parents felt their child needed to work with someone they could connect with for
growth throughout the postsecondary-admission process. All of the parents mentioned the need for
a planning roadmap to assist with comprehending how to prepare for both high school and the
postsecondary-admission process.
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Description of the Sample
The study took place in California. The researcher provided the California-based
educational company’s Vice President of Enrollment with a description of the study, consent form,
and IRB approval-to-conduct-research letter to acquire permission to conduct research through the
company’s database. After gaining permission to conduct research, 130 parents were contacted, via
email, and provided a recruitment letter introducing the research and providing a description of the
study. All of the contacted parents were the primary decision-makers for their student’s academic
preparedness. Eighteen of the 130 parents responded, of which 12 agreed to participate. Of the 12
students represented by their parents, two students had both parents share their experiences as they
were equally in charge of the decision-making process.
Parents who responded to the email agreeing to participate were provided background
information for the study, ethical procedures for confidentiality, and their participant rights to
establish a researcher/participant rapport. The parents were provided with written informed
consent forms that individual interviews would be conducted to collect the data, and interviews
would be scheduled according to their schedules and occur in a location most comfortable to the
parent. A criterion sampling method was used that identified participants to obtain a clear
representation of the lived experiences of parent perceptions of the postsecondary-admission
counseling provided by high school counselors and their need for IEC services. The criterion
sampling method was used to ensure the participants provided in-depth information and insight
about their experience with the same phenomenon (Creswell, 2018). Twelve parents of current or
recently graduated high school students were recruited to represent the population for this study.
The participants included five parents of current high school students and seven parents of
graduated high school students; four fathers and eight mothers; and represented seven high
schools.
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Research Methodology and Analysis
A qualitative study was used to acquire information from parents to comprehend their
perception of the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by high school counselors and
how their experiences led to the decision to utilize IEC services. Qualitative research addresses
human problems at hand, allowing for the postsecondary-admission counseling of families to be
discussed (Creswell, 2018). Through a phenomenological design, the common and shared
experiences of parents with the phenomenon occurred. By focusing on the postsecondaryadmission counseling issue of families, and the IEC phenomenon, a qualitative method with a
phenomenological research design was deemed most appropriate.
To ensure the interview questions were utilized as intended, field-tested sessions were
conducted. In the field-tested sessions, five parents, not included in the study population, were
asked the interview questions. Each parent had a child currently attending a California high school
and was interviewing different IEC companies to provide their child with postsecondary-admission
counseling. The parents were asked to provide feedback on the clarity of questions and to
recommend any changes to ensure clear questions were asked during the study. The field-tested
sessions were conducted on-site at a California-based educational company, for a duration that
ranged between 15 and 30 minutes. The parents’ feedback on the questions was that the questions
were easy to understand, and each question helped build off of the previous question. These fieldtested sessions confirmed that the interview questions were clear and would produce dependable
results.
Once the field-sessions were complete, 12 parents were interviewed for the study over the
study’s 13-week duration. To ensure accurate accounts of parents’ experiences were acquired,
interviews were conducted at a location selected by parents to provide a sense of comfort, to help
acquire candid, rich descriptions of their lived experiences of the phenomenon. Parents were aware
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their responses were being recorded with a digital recorder and an iPhone (for back-up) during the
interview process. The interviews were saved as audio files on the computer, and a back-up digital
copy was saved on a flash drive, which is securely stored away. Each audio file was uploaded to
the NVivo 12 data-management software for transcription. Transcripts were reviewed to confirm
the accuracy of responses, and that no participant information remained. Parents were assigned
pseudonyms based on the order of their interview, assuring confidentiality remained. Every parent
was emailed a copy of their transcript for member checking.
After member checking was completed, the data was analyzed, with common patterns and
themes identified. The data was coded, allowing themes and subthemes to emerge through the four
steps of phenomenological research data analysis. The four steps are listed below.
1. Adopting the phenomenological attitude and setting aside personal experiences by
bracketing presuppositions (Broomé, 2011; Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994).
2. Reducing data to make sense of participant experiences.
3. Allowing common themes to develop through clusters of meaning (Creswell, 2018).
4. Synthesizing data in essence statements of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2018).
The NVivo 12 data-management software was used to code data and develop themes.
Through word frequency queries and mind maps, themes, and subthemes were identified. Each
identified theme and subtheme were crucial to the study as they helped ensure parent experiences
were comprehended, the meaning of significant statements was created, and essence statements of
the phenomenon occurred.
In order for bracketing to occur during the data analysis process, personal beliefs, attitudes,
and presuppositions relating to postsecondary-admission counseling had to be removed
(Moustakas, 1994). Removing my personal and professional experiences with postsecondaryadmission counseling took place through honest reflection, so the perspective of parents on the
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phenomenon was collected (Chan et al., 2013). In order for parent information to be heard for the
first time, I entered each interview with a clear mind, unaware of the family and their
postsecondary-admission counseling experience. Once the first interview question was provided to
parents, all the experiences I had with the parent and the postsecondary-admission process were set
aside, so assumptions and biases did not interfere.
Summary of the Findings
A qualitative phenomenological study was used to examine parent experiences with the
postsecondary-admission counseling of high school students in California. The outsourcing of
postsecondary-admission counseling to an IEC was the phenomenon shared by all parents. Four
themes and eight subthemes were a result of parent interviews and directly and indirectly related to
the research questions. The themes and subthemes based on the responses of parents are listed
below.
Postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge. The postsecondary-admission
counseling knowledge of high school counselors led families to seek a more knowledgeable other
in the form of an IEC. Two subthemes related to postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge
are confidence-level and planning roadmap. These subthemes addressed both the immediate and
distant questions of families. Confidence-level of high school counselors was proved by the quality
of response to immediate answers, and the planning roadmap foreshadowed upcoming questions.
Confidence-level. The first identified subtheme in the postsecondary-admission counseling
knowledge theme was confidence-level. Parents expressed the need to feel confident in the
postsecondary information provided by their counselor. Eight of the 12 parents expressed they had
little to no confidence in the postsecondary-admission counseling of their high school counselor.
The responses received throughout the interviews made it clear the ability to develop confidence in

62

the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors was hindered by their lack of
knowledge outside of the high school’s context and local postsecondary institutions.
All 12 parents felt it was important for their child to have confidence in the postsecondaryadmission counseling provided by their counselor. Before this confidence could take place, parents
allowed their child to be one of the primary decision-makers when selecting an IEC. By allowing
their child to help select an IEC, parents were aware their child would be transparent with the IEC
when difficult conversations and decisions arose. As parents were concerned about the
postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge of both the high school counselor and IEC, every
parent’s child was most concerned with their ability to confide information to their counselor that
would be disclosed from the parents.
Planning roadmap. The second subtheme identified in the postsecondary-admission
counseling knowledge theme was planning roadmap. The interviews indicated that all 12 parents
felt the need for an academic and extracurricular planning roadmap to help prepare for high school
and the postsecondary-admission process. None of the 12 parents received this type of roadmap
from their high school counselors, leaving families with questions on how to prepare. All 12
parents did receive a detailed roadmap from their IECs, strengthening the knowledge of
postsecondary-admission counseling.
Although high school counselors provided families with a tentative 4-year academic plan
that highlighted the academic options during high school, this left a void for all 12 parents.
Standard academic courses aside, parents had questions on APs, clubs, extracurricular activities,
leadership, standardized testing, and volunteer options that could not be answered in detail by high
school counselors. Aware of the competitive postsecondary-admission landscape, not receiving a
tangible document planning out their child’s academic and extracurricular options drove families
to IECs.
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Counselor availability. The availability of high school counselors deterred families from
scheduling meetings for their children. Due to this deterrence, families entered meetings with their
high school counselor without clear meeting expectations. The two subthemes related to counselor
availability are counseling meeting frequency and counselor preparation.
Counseling meeting frequency. The first subtheme in the counselor availability theme is
counseling meeting frequency. All 12 parents indicated the need for a stable meeting schedule to
assist with the postsecondary-admission process. Not controlling, or aware of when their next
meeting would occur, negatively impacted the experience of the parents attempting to work with
their high school counselor. With students having several competing interests and busy schedules,
IECs provided families with quarterly or monthly meetings to drive the postsecondary-admission
process.
Meeting frequency differed between parents. Seven parents felt their meeting frequency
depended on their child’s ability to connect with the IEC. For these parents, frequent meetings
were required because the IEC was able to draw responses from the child that the parents could
not. These responses were essential to ensure progress was being made during the postsecondaryadmission process. The five parents who did not require frequent meetings preferred check-in
meetings with their IEC to confirm they were executing properly on their assigned planning
roadmap.
Counselor preparation. Counselor preparation is the second subtheme in the counselor
availability theme. Seven parents indicated that when they were able to meet with the high school
counselor, the counselor was not prepared for the meetings. Each of the seven parents mentioned
the counselor’s inability to manage their time, leaving each meeting to feel like a simple check-in,
instead of a meeting driven by the counselor to guide the family. The high school counselors were
limited in the data of each student. In contrast, the IECs had students complete academic, career,
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and personality assessments along with family questionnaires to ensure the preparation for each
meeting, and the postsecondary process was accompanied by more detail.
A lack of preparation on behalf of high school counselors was a subtheme mentioned many
times by parents. Parents discussed high student-to-counselor ratios. However, eight parents stated
the high school counselor’s inability to prepare had more to do with not knowing what to prepare
for each meeting. An inability to understand the needs of each student assigned to a high school
counselor is a direct result of high student-to-counselor ratios. However, Woods and Domina
(2014) found that lower ratios do not equate to better preparation on behalf of high school
counselors.
Student and counselor fit. The fit between students and counselors led families to
interview multiple IECs before their selection. Families sought out the best-fit professional to
support their family during the postsecondary-admission process. Two subthemes related to
student and counselor fit are student connection and family expectation.
Student connection. Seven parents shared the importance of their child to connect with the
counselor and how that connection is difficult to accomplish when assigned a high school
counselor with limited availability. An inability to switch high school counselors after being
assigned led families to interview multiple IEC professionals before selecting the best fit for their
child. Not being able to connect with the counselor was a concern of parents because of the need
for their child to feel comfortable enough to have discussions that would not be shared with
parents. All 12 parents agreed that the connection was most important for students between 8th–
10th grade because these students are beginning to find themselves, and also during the
postsecondary-application essays where self-reflection is essential.
No parents stated that their child had a connection with the high school counselor. This
lack of connection was a concern of children as well because they wanted to take hold of their
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postsecondary-admission process. In order to do so, students’ felt they needed to connect with the
individual providing them with postsecondary-admission counseling. The connection with
counselors was developed differently based on the unique personalities and goals of each parent’s
child. Although parents wanted their children to connect with someone they could emulate, the
ability to listen and understand them proved to be most important for students, according to their
parents.
Family expectation. The ability to communicate family expectations to the counselor was
the second subtheme. None of the parents wanted to impose their expectations that only top-tier
postsecondary admission would suffice, but all 12 parents wanted their expectations to be heard.
All 12 parents wanted their counselor to know the family’s background, the goals for their child,
and how their child would be best supported throughout the postsecondary-admission process.
Understanding the expectations of the family was not accomplished by any of the 12 parent’s high
school counselors but was completed by the IECs through a detailed process before beginning the
postsecondary-admission process.
An essential component of the family expectation subtheme was the parent’s ability to
share, without their child knowing, what was needed from the IEC. Nine of the parents expressed
difficulty having academic and other postsecondary-related conversations with their children.
Meaning, these parents would share messages with the IECs that they wanted to be communicated
to their child during meetings. None of these messages were capable of deterring the
postsecondary-admission process, but they allowed parents to get specific messages to their child
via an IEC.
Personalization. Personalized postsecondary-admission counseling led families to
purchase IEC support. IECs provided families with postsecondary-admission plans specially
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designed to meet the goals of families. Two subthemes related to personalization are cookie-cutter
counseling and holistic counseling.
Cookie-cutter counseling. Eight parents felt the postsecondary-admission counseling of
their high school counselors was generalized and was designed to support all students on campus.
This generalized, or cookie-cutter counseling approach, was stated as not allowing their child to
grow in ways suitable for their future personal and professional development. The remaining four
parents did not attempt to receive postsecondary-admission counseling from the high school
counselor. All 12 parents shared an awareness that a counseling approach that fits all students on
campus is needed but did not feel that was in the best interest of their child.
Only two parents had previous experience working with an IEC. Ten parents were working
with an IEC for the first time and were focused on learning about the postsecondary-admission
process. According to these parents, the high school counselors would not be capable of educating
parents on the postsecondary-admission process because they were most familiar with the high
school and the process for local institutions only. Unfortunately, all parents felt a cookie-cutter
counseling approach was the only way high school counselors could confidently provide
postsecondary-admission counseling.
Holistic counseling. All parents stated the importance of a holistic approach to
postsecondary-admission counseling. Eight parents stated they received holistic counseling from
their IEC, allowing their child to explore academic and extracurricular interests previously
unfamiliar to the parents. Four parents were not able to pinpoint their IECs holistic approach but
appreciated the well-rounded guidance provided to their child. Twelve parents felt high school
counselors were capable of requesting more information from students, as it would greatly assist in
taking the steps needed to counsel students from a holistic approach.
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Holistic counseling was theme parents mentioned often. Holistic has become a popular
buzzword due to the holistic review of postsecondary applications discussed by all parents. Twelve
parents discussed their preparation for the holistic review stemmed from the University of
California’s holistic review of applicants. Some parents specifically sought an IEC for their
holistic counseling approach because it would prepare their child for the University of California
application process.
Presentation of the Data and Results
This section provides a summary of themes and subthemes as they relate to the research
questions. Also, this section summarizes responses to some of the questions by parents.
Postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge included the following subthemes: confidencelevel and planning roadmap. Counselor availability included the following subthemes: counseling
meeting frequency and counselor preparation. Student and counselor fit included the following
subthemes: counselor preparation and student connection. Personalization included the following
subthemes: cookie-cutter counseling and holistic counseling.
Postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge. When compiling and analyzing
research for this study, data revealed that the postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge of
high school counselors was a theme that either increased the parents’ confidence or hindered their
confidence to receive postsecondary-admission counseling from their high school counselor. The
subthemes of confidence-level and planning road map are discussed in the following sections.
Confidence-level. The interview results revealed that eight parents felt little to no
confidence in the postsecondary-admission counseling of their high school counselor. P2 stated,
“First of all, I’m not confident at all because it’s one high school counselor dealing with so many
students. It solves nothing, no one on one attention or help.”
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P11 stated:
I’ll start off saying not so confident. Some fundamental issues came up around
requirements for high school graduation from a course load standpoint, which early on
damaged our confidence and our daughter’s confidence in the ability to get proper advice
from the high school counselor.
P4 stated:
I have low confidence. As a Homestead alumnus myself, I’d like to have better things to
say. I don’t fault the high school counselor. In discussions, I have learned that the high
school counselor’s primary job is to make sure students’ complete high school. As a
concerned citizen, I like all young people to have the best chance to graduate high school as
they can. I understand that taxpayer dollars are used at these public high schools, and for
that matter, probably even at private high schools, but that’s different.
P8 stated:
I did not feel confident about the high school counselor’s ability to support because it
wasn’t very, I guess, readily available. It seemed that there were more kids; you know the
ratio of students to a counselor was pretty high, so it just didn’t feel as if the high school
counselor was available. I believe we only went to the high school counseling office to turn
in the required forms. Like where to send transcripts, but it wasn’t counseling in terms of
let’s look over your application, or do you have any questions? So, I don’t feel that I have
confidence in the high school counselors.
P12 discussed their lack of confidence in counselor knowledge, “I didn’t feel very
confident in her ability based on what I was told after the meetings. She had to ask other
counselors the answers to most questions, and that was very concerning to us.” P7 was very clear
about their lack of confidence by not taking the time to meet with the high school counselor by
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stating, “I never met the high school counselor. As far as having interaction with the high school
counselor, I never met them.” The four parents with confidence in the knowledge of their
counselors differed in the amount of confidence. For the parent expressing the most confidence,
their high school provided both a high school counselor and a college counselor. These counselors
worked in unison, with the college counselor being introduced to students during the spring
semester of junior year.
P6 discussed the most confidence in the knowledge of their counselor by stating:
I mean, on a scale of one to ten, I would probably say a six or seven. The service I’ve been
getting from the high school counselor is better than I thought. I went into it being a little
more negative because of the size of the high school. I know that the school has been
growing a lot in the last couple of years, I think my son’s class is one of the biggest, and
since then it has grown, so I wasn’t expecting too much from the high school counselor
because of the ratios. However, we’ve worked with our high school counselor for a while,
and she’s very responsive in terms of providing recommendations. Generally speaking, she
is quite efficient and accommodating. For example, she’s very knowledgeable because she
threw out some numbers, some colleges and some are right on.
The confidence level associated with high school counselors led parents to fear their child would
not receive adequate postsecondary-admission counseling to support throughout the
postsecondary-admission process.
Planning roadmap. All 12 parents stated the need for a detailed roadmap to prepare for
high school and the postsecondary-admission process.
P6 stated:
If we didn’t go the route of finding somebody like our IEC or doing much research, you
know because the classic advice that you get off the street is oh take the classes that your
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kid is interested in. It’s simple to say, but it’s also challenging to implement because first,
your kid is just going, sometimes I mean they’ve never taken physics. You don’t know how
good they will be in physics, right? And you know there are so many unknowns at that
time. But then if we didn’t use an IEC, we could have taken the path too like, hey, you
know your ninth grades weren’t that great. Well, you know, let’s pull back, and let’s do all
regular classes. Or you have these overly aggressive parents that say you know everybody
else is doing four AP classes in 10th, so we have to take four. So, I think having an IEC and
their expertise helped us plan this way.
P4 stated:
I think the essential need is there is some hidden risk or something from us as parents and
from him that would negatively impact his choice at colleges. So, I had never even heard of
an SAT subject test, and I don’t think my wife had either. My son copies his peers at
school. Like some students are taking four or some very high number of AP classes. Is it
appropriate? Is it better to go completely crazy and do four AP classes even if you get Bs,
or is it better to take one AP class with the regular ones and get all As? Those are nuanced
choices about how you allocate your time. So, the essential need is identifying what’s
important and then being able to allocate resources, whether that’s time or money to the
right areas. So that’s quite general and not very concrete. I mean, I guess I named some
things like whether it’s choosing the right number of and type of AP classes or preparing
for subject exams or something I left out.
P7 discussed the timing of a planning roadmap:
So, I think I brought her into work with an IEC at the end of ninth grade or the beginning of
10th grade, something like that. It was like a wakeup call that you need to start getting on
this stuff and start thinking about college. This was nowhere near the front burner, this
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whole postsecondary-admission process. At this age, she was somewhat immature. You
know she was just transitioning from middle school into high school and had a lot of other
stuff to think about other than postsecondary admissions. I, on the other hand, knew you
had to kind of start thinking about this college stuff by the latest 10th grade; otherwise,
you’re going to fall behind in the postsecondary-admission process.
P12 stated, “I wish we started getting academic help younger and meeting maybe twice a
year with an IEC in freshman year would have helped.” Even when following a planning roadmap,
the results for families can still feel as if they were not prepared.
P8 shared how, despite the preparation, it did not feel like enough:
It was kind of like; it’s all happening now when we’ve been in the process of preparing for
this, sophomore and junior year. You know it just seemed like there was a lot of, you know
those college fairs, visits, stuff like that all came at once. What I’ve noticed is students are
preparing for college at a younger age. As I said, she did well on her testing, she took
challenging classes, was involved in sports, and volunteered. But when we got to the
application process, it was a shock. The colleges wanted to know that not only did you
volunteer, but were you the president of the club your volunteer work supported, have you
started your own business, what’s your leadership? They were expecting you to be already
taking college units, and after all, we prepared for, we still felt like they were expecting us
to be perfect.
A plan containing the action items required to overcome the challenges associated with high
school and the postsecondary-admission process was an essential item found with IECs but not
high school counselors.
Counselor availability. The availability of counselors led families to utilize IEC services.
An ability to schedule meetings based on need versus whenever a counselor was available, created
72

two subthemes. Counselor meeting frequency and counselor preparation are the two subthemes
related to counselor availability.
Counselor meeting frequency. The inconsistency of counselor meetings heavily impacted
the decision to utilize IEC services. Every parent discussed occasional counselor meetings. P8
stated, "I will say that junior and senior year, I didn’t feel the high school counselor’s presence
very much or see that they were reaching out to connect.” P11 stated, “One a year at best, and
that’s if you asked for it. You pretty much had to force yourself on the high school counselor’s
calendar. I don’t recall ever talking to the high school counselor.” The effort associated with
scheduling meetings with the counselor was something parents did not want to work through. IECs
place families on a detailed meeting schedule, taking the reins on the postsecondary-admission
counseling process.
Parents admitted to not attempting to make an effort to meet their high school counselor,
which would have helped improve meeting frequencies. P4 stated, “To be fair to the high school
counselor, I have never scheduled or attempted to schedule a one on one meeting.” P4’s statement
was a typical response for parents as taking a proactive approach to work with someone they
already did not have confidence in. P7 stated, “I never met the high school counselor as far as
having any personal interaction; I never met them. The sole reason I went along with this, to an
IEC, was because my own experience not as a college applicant but you know when you’re dealing
with the public sector versus the private sector.”
P9 stated:
I would have to say the first three years we hardly had any interaction with any of the high
school counselors for both of my kids and it was basically through other students, other
friends, and utilizing an IEC to figure out what kinds of things we needed to look for as we
were going through the postsecondary-admission process.
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With no meeting schedule in place, not only was it difficult for parents to know what to expect
from their meetings with the high school counselor, but it was difficult for the counselor to prepare
as well. Not being prepared for meetings is the next subtheme discussed.
Counselor preparation. Eight parents shared specific instances where their counselor was
not prepared to deliver postsecondary-admission counseling during their meeting. Responses of
parents varied from arriving late to meetings, to an inability of counselors to know about their
child. P10 stated, “The high school counselors don’t show up to the meetings on time, haven’t
done their homework beforehand because they probably don’t even have time and I’m not sure it’s
relevant they know.”
P6 stated:
The problem with the high school counselor, I mean it’s not her problem; it’s just that she
doesn’t have that capability or the bandwidth to know the kids well. For example, how
strong he is other than what is shown on his transcript. But in earlier years, I mean the high
school counselor doesn’t have much to base off of you know, in terms of planning his
classes. The high school counselor doesn’t have enough information I feel like to help him.
Also, you know the high school counselor doesn’t know what subjects he likes or what he
does well. Any of the more personal information I feel like the high school counselor lacks,
as they will never have the time to dig in.
P12 stated:
Mainly, college admission questions. No matter the question, she was never prepared, and
it was concerning. You would think by knowing at least the high school information she
could connect the dots to simple college admission questions, but that was not the case.
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P11 went as far as calculating the number of hours the counselor would need to prepare in
stating, “We’ve heard how bandwidth is tough for high school counselors, and if you do the math,
they probably need 36-hour days to meet all students.”
P9’s statement highlighted an inability of counselors to prepare:
We just got this newsletter from Homestead, and it showed some statistics about the ratios
of students to counselors, and it said ideally, it should be 250 to one. At Homestead, it’s
600 to one. We were like, how am I expected, how can I rely on the high school counselor?
I mean, there’s only one high school counselor to 600 students.
Student-to-counselor ratios were discussed by all parents, with the direct impact being felt
differently by each.
P7, who did not attempt to meet with their high school counselor, stated his view on student-tocounselor ratios:
I’m guessing that the high school counselors probably, it’s just two of them, maybe they
have 250 kids each so if there’s one of them and she has four or five hundred kids she’s
working with, there’s no way she’s going to be able to provide the level of service that I
could get from an IEC.
The combination of infrequent meetings and a lack of preparation on behalf of high school
counselors attributed to the acquisition of IEC services.
Student and counselor fit. Student and counselor fit led to the acquisition of an IEC. The
fit discussed by parents varied. There was no perfect fit between counselors and students, but
families sought someone their student could confide in during the postsecondary-admission
process. The two subthemes related to student and counselor fit are student connection and family
expectation.
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Student connection. Seven parents stated the importance of a connection between their
child and the high school counselor. The connection was discussed differently by parents, with
what it meant to develop a connection varying. P10’s first experience with the high school
counselor led to an inability to reconcile any type of trust. P10 stated, “The high school counselors
just blew my kids off. You can tell the high school counselors felt my children were not going to
make any name for themselves. So, the high school counselors didn’t put any effort in.” Despite an
evident disregard for wanting to work with a student, the more common concern of parents was
that their child was assigned a high school counselor, which was not able to be changed.
P8 stated:
At school, you don’t get to choose your high school counselor, so there’s that. You know I
would hope that because you do have the same high school counselor for that entire year
maybe two years if the students are lucky enough for their whole four years, that would be,
I mean I went to a small school, I had the same counselor for all four years. We knew each
other; we saw each other in the halls. My high school counselor was very involved there. I
don’t know how they do it here, but the school does have the opportunity of having
counselors be there for kids for an entire year to build a rapport with the seniors.
P11 stated:
It’s interesting in that if your high school counselor doesn’t match up with the letter in your
last name and you get someone who is not effective, this isn’t to say that all the high school
counselors at her school weren’t competent there were probably good high school
counselors, but the luck of the draw and for political reasons, you’re not allowed to change
high school counselors. So what value is there in that if you can’t even find somebody that
you can speak with, be comfortable with, and connect with?
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The ability to open up and share with the high school counselor outside of what is shown
on a transcript can be difficult, as stated by P3, “My son is shy and takes many times to open up
and talk with someone. He wouldn’t have said much to the high school counselor because they
didn’t know each other.” Similarly, P8 understood that her daughter would benefit most from
working with someone her daughter could emulate, and stated:
Another area where I feel our IEC exceeded, is because not only does she have a college
degree, but when writing our postsecondary-admission essays, she was the type of person
we wanted to write about. She was the president of clubs, she went through the college
prep process, was part of clubs in college, and graduated with honors. She encompassed
that well-rounded student we were working to identify with or striving towards, so that was
a plus. We did get to work with someone where we got to see their background. Like we
were talking about earlier, you don’t get to pick your high school counselor. So being able
to select someone added value in the postsecondary-admission process.
Not being able to change high school counselors if the student did not feel connected was a
significant deterrent that is solely utilizing high school counselors for the postsecondary-admission
process.
Family expectation. A student’s inability to connect with their high school counselor
requires families to temper expectations. The family expectation subtheme is essential because it
allows for the postsecondary-admission process to be shared amongst the family. Despite
beginning to utilize IEC services in eighth grade, P6 shared their family’s expectation by stating:
I kind of want it to be a product of what the family is interested in, you know, like baseball
or piano. The kid’s interest versus hey, what can we do to get you into college? You know
what I mean? Because of we all kind of know, ok, well, if you start computer programming
in third grade, you may increase your chances, right? Sometimes I’m thinking this is going
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too nutso right? Kids are kids. They need to explore and do some sports, learn some music,
and let them explore. Then you narrow down and say hey you know what, my kid is good
at something. Not being so focused on postsecondary admissions. I think it’s so draining
just having that as a single focus. It’s crazy.
P6 stated:
I think our IEC knows the family’s expectation is not to push our son beyond his
capabilities. I think if there are times when the IEC has analyzed for us. Truthfully, I think
this is a judgmental area that we needed his expertise on.
Working with an IEC allowed families to control their postsecondary-admission process.
Being able to not only create but manage their postsecondary-admission expectations was
sought by all parents. Presenting IECs with what their child might need and allowing the IEC to
assess what places the child in the best position to meet their postsecondary-admission aspirations
helped family expectations to be met. P5 best summed how IEC’s assisted families with meeting
their expectations by stating:
Also, in our family environment, whenever we talk about academics, it’s a very dangerous
topic or not an easy topic to have a conversation. With an IEC, I think that it brings a lot of
harmony in our conversation or helped to have a healthy dialogue to filter out emotions.
That was a big plus.
Mediating difficult family situations is not the role of a high school counselor but is something
IECs assist families with. Ensuring a cohesive family during the postsecondary-admission process
was an expectation met when working with an IEC.
Personalization. Personalized counseling is the fourth theme that led families to utilize the
services of an IEC. Families were aware of the competitive landscape associated with
postsecondary admission. Due to this competitiveness, the cookie-cutter counseling approach on
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high school campuses did not suffice. The two subthemes related to personalization are cookiecutter counseling and holistic counseling.
Cookie-cutter counseling. Cookie-cutter counseling was a subtheme discussed by eight
parents. A blanket approach allowing high school counselors to focus on all students to graduate
high school, parents shared unique perspectives on how they identified postsecondary-admission
counseling that was not specific to their child. P2 stated:
The high school counselor already classifies your child at the beginning of high school. So
that makes the counseling much easier. Then at the end of the school year, the high school
counselor has registration forms available for students to pick their classes. That’s just
straightforward then, not too complicated. When we didn’t know what classes to take, my
daughter would pick any class.
Being labeled upon entering high school, with counselors being limited on the data
available to assess students, was an issue discussed by parents. P5 shared his experience by stating:
Their college support cannot be individualized. They don’t follow your students through
their high school career and know their academic development. Quantitatively they can
look at your grades. However, the extracurricular activities students have to engage in,
even like their personality and whatnot, that’s something the high school counselor won’t
have time to provide or they can’t provide that level of concern.
The most apparent form of cookie-cutter counseling was provided by P6, who also
happened to feel the most confidence with the postsecondary-admission counseling of their high
school counselor. P6 stated:
The minute she saw him, this is funny though; the minute she saw him, she said oh, your
GPA is not high enough why are you taking AP courses? So, I think she has a stereotypical
Asian kid issue. She thought that he was influenced by his peers to take those classes, and
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also the second funny thing is when she came up with a list of colleges she assumed, even
though we told her several times that he is going into economics. However, the college list
was him as an engineering or computer science major. So, we told her again that this is not
the major we told you about it. She said, “oh, these schools are going to be the same.” So,
you know that tells you how accurate their college list is, there is no personalization.
Not a focal point of the ASCA or high school counselors; providing individualized postsecondaryadmission counseling is difficult.
Holistic counseling. Eight parents discussed a holistic counseling approach. Through a
holistic counseling approach, parents felt their child would be viewed from multiple angles
allowing for additional growth opportunities.
P5 stated:
He’s another strong writer, so I think that engaging early with the IEC sessions helping to
put more discipline on his writing and develop his thoughts and go through what I just
mentioned for his sister. To discover himself and identify his core strength, and that helps.
Without that process, I think we are still pushing and encouraging him to go the STEM
path, but clearly, he is not a STEM person. I think the IEC helped us to discover he is a
different Asian boy who is not a computer science person. So, we can help him to discover
his path, and I think that’s an excellent value for us. To broaden our view on his passion
and his strength.
Even with the holistic counseling approach taken by the IECs, parents realized the
conclusion of many IEC meetings were common-sense, and information that was easily accessible
on the internet. P4 stated how the holistic counseling of their IEC helped their child:
I think in American society for the past, say a hundred years. However, at least for the past
20 to 30 years, people are overly focused on college and that education is changing to more
80

online education. So, there are a lot of changes that are coming. Although again I, of
course, want him to attend a college that’s well suited for him to help benefit him, a lot of
the conversations that he has with his IEC are helping to form him as a person and to allow
him to grow, so he learns that if he doesn’t work, he won’t get a good grade. If he doesn’t
engage with the basketball coach about something, he won’t learn. It’s nurturing.
What IECs were able to accomplish, that high school counselors could not was share information
received from other IECs and former admission officers on where the student currently is within
the admission process and how to meet their postsecondary-admission goals best.
Chapter 4 Summary
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to examine parent experiences
with the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school students in California. According to
the experiences of parents participating in the study, every parent wanted their child to feel
supported throughout the postsecondary-admission process, and this meant hiring an IEC. The
themes which emerged from the study included: postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge,
counselor availability, student and counselor fit, and personalization. Each of the four themes
produced the following subthemes: confidence-level, planning roadmap, counseling meeting
frequency, counselor preparation, student connection, family expectation, cookie-cutter
counseling, and holistic counseling. These themes and subthemes led families to utilize the
services of an IEC for postsecondary-admission counseling.
Each parent discussed a different process leading to the acquisition of an IEC. Although no
parent stated their decision to work with an IEC was to increase the type of postsecondary
admission received by their child, every parent stated why the high school counselor was not able
to meet their postsecondary-admission counseling needs. All of the parents believed high school
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counselors could provide the same level of postsecondary-admission counseling as IECs if
additional support from the high school was provided.
In Chapter 5, a discussion and conclusion of the collected data occur. Chapter 5 also
provides a summary of results, discussion of results, discussion of results concerning the literature,
limitations, implication of the results, recommendations for further research, and conclusions.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion
This chapter provides conclusions, limitations, implications, and recommendations
according to the phenomenological analysis of parent experiences with the postsecondaryadmission counseling of high school students in California. A discussion of the results, how the
results relate to the literature, limitations, implication of the results, recommendations for further
research, and conclusion are all reported in the following sections.
In the role of the researcher, the focus is to provide personal insight and explanation to the
study. I discuss how the findings of this study add to the literature and how the findings may
benefit high school counselors and families preparing for the postsecondary-admission process.
The limitations of the research design and ways to improve future research on the subject are
discussed. This chapter concludes with assessing the research questions and how they align with
the purpose of the study.
Summary of the Results
The purpose of this study was to acquire information from parents to understand their
perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors and how their
experiences led to the decision to utilize IEC services. There were three primary research questions
for the study.
RQ1. What are parent perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by
high school counselors?
RQ2. How do parent experiences with the postsecondary-admission counseling provided
by high school counselors lead to acquiring the services of an IEC?
RQ3. How does a parents’ knowledge of postsecondary-admission counseling improve
once working with an IEC?
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The responses of parents helped answer the three research questions through the individual
interviews.
Through Broomé’s (2011) and Moustakas’ (1994) principles of phenomenological
research, the data revealed four themes, which included eight subthemes. According to the data,
the themes and patterns were reflective of Vygotsky’s theory and the importance of an MKO to
support with the postsecondary-admission process (McLeod, 2018). Relying on high school
counselors to be the primary source of knowledge for families during the postsecondary-admission
process allowed for insight on the experiences leading to the utilization of an IEC. The themes
helped derive the statement of essence, which provides the relationship between parents, high
school counselors, and IECs.
Significance of the study. As a former educator, aware of the demands placed on high
school counselors, and currently serving as a director at a company providing IEC services to
families, I am aware of the knowledge families have of the postsecondary-admission process.
Despite the fact California is home to high-quality schools, parents must be aware that the quality
of their child’s high school does not translate to additional preparation by high school counselors
on the postsecondary-admission process (Mathur, 2016). Assuming their child will receive
adequate postsecondary-admission counseling because of the high school they attend is an issue
faced daily at my current company. The inability to receive information on how to prepare for the
postsecondary-admission process can limit the chances of a student receiving admission to a
postsecondary institution (Poynton & Lapan, 2017). The themes identified in this study can assist
parents and high schools to provide postsecondary-admission counseling to all students and not
just those actively seeking assistance.
Themes and subthemes. After analyzing the interview data, four themes and eight
subthemes were identified. The four themes were directly related to the research questions, while
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the eight subthemes were directly and indirectly related to the research questions. The themes that
emerged from my investigation of the phenomenon are presented in Table 2.
Table 2
Emerged Themes and Subthemes
Themes

Subthemes
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1. Postsecondary-Admission Counseling
Knowledge
2. Counselor Availability
3. Student and Counselor Fit
4. Personalization

Confidence-level
Planning Roadmap
Counseling Meeting Frequency
Counselor Preparation
Student Connection
Family Expectation
Cookie Cutter Counseling
Holistic Counseling

Discussion of the Results
There were 12 interviews with parents living in California. The data from the 12 interviews
were analyzed, allowing for codes to appear, producing themes and subthemes to help answer the
research questions. Through this process, the themes of postsecondary-admission counseling
knowledge, counselor availability, student and counselor fit, and personalization were yielded.
These themes and their subthemes are discussed below.
Postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge. The postsecondary-admission
counseling knowledge of high school counselors led to parents seeking additional support from an
IEC. Receiving postsecondary-admission counseling from both the high school counselor and IEC
increased the knowledge base of families. From this theme, the two subthemes of confidence-level
and planning roadmap emerged.
Confidence-level. Parents wanted to feel confident in the postsecondary-admission
counseling knowledge of their high school counselor or IEC. The need to feel confident in the
postsecondary-admission information received was essential to parents because the path to earning
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postsecondary admission can be unkind if crucial mistakes occur. Eight parents felt non-confident
in the postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge of their high school counselor. However,
every parent stated that the knowledge shared by their high school counselor would not suffice as
the only source of postsecondary-admission counseling for their child. The confidence-level in
their high school counselors confirmed the findings of Booth (2015) that a quarter of students
bound for postsecondary education receive supplemental assistance during the postsecondaryadmission process.
The lack of confidence in the high school counselor’s ability to provide postsecondaryadmission counseling is evident. Families are limited in their ability to comprehend how the
postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors impacts the postsecondaryadmission process of their child (Harding et al., 2017). The eight parents who felt non-confident
stated their lack of confidence began before meeting their high school counselor. The four,
confident parents, entered high school with the preconceived notion the high school counselor
would not be sufficient with their postsecondary-admission support but were admittedly surprised
with the quality of postsecondary-admission counseling they received. For students to receive and
capitalize on the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors, students must
align with the ASCA’s national model and proactively seek assistance, making it difficult for
parents to have confidence in the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors
(Stephan, 2013).
Planning roadmap. Utilizing a well-designed planning roadmap that identifies the focal
points of students, and how the family can be of support was sought by all 12 parents. Aware of
the benefit of beginning early and following a detailed plan, each parent discussed the importance
of preparing early for postsecondary admission and what that meant for the child and family,
respectively. The parents were aware of the financial cost associated with early planning.
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However, the investment of preparing their child for postsecondary admission proved to be of most
importance to every parent. Whether each parent learned from personal experience or their IEC,
parents directly discussed the importance of preparing for postsecondary admission by 10th grade.
According to Poynton and Lapan (2017), introducing students to the postsecondaryadmission process by 10th grade increases a student’s chances of attending a postsecondary
institution by 9.25 times. However, with California’s student-to-counselor ratios exceeding the
national average by nearly 300 students, and counselor meetings being infrequent, all 12 parents
expressed the concern that if not monitored, their child would not receive postsecondary-admission
counseling before 10th grade. One parent stated, “I, on the other hand, knew you had to kind of
start thinking about this college stuff by the latest 10th grade; otherwise, you’re going to fall
behind in the postsecondary-admission process.” The initial development of a planning roadmap
for students is time-consuming. However, if high school counselors can leverage these plans
similar to IECs, they can better support their high student caseloads.
Counselor availability. The availability of high school counselors led parents to search for
an IEC. By hiring an IEC, families were able to control the amount of postsecondary-admission
support received. The two subthemes that emerged from the counselor availability theme were
counselor meeting frequency and counselor preparation.
Counselor meeting frequency. All 12 parents discussed meeting infrequencies, with no
parent receiving a meeting schedule from their high school counselor. One parent reiterated this
infrequency by stating, “There didn’t seem to be a schedule to follow as each year felt different.”
The inability of high school counselors to follow through and implement their annual counseling
agreements, which they complete before each school year, hindered the student’s ability to
effectively schedule meetings (ASCA, 2017). Attending high schools where the counselors follow
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a model designed for students to seek postsecondary-admission counseling on their own, all 12
parents expressed concern regarding the meeting frequency because it is student-driven.
Counselor preparation. Parents felt that high school counselors should be prepared for
meetings, and eight parents shared specific instances where their high school counselor was
grossly underprepared. To assure meetings with the high school counselor were beneficial, parents
attended the counseling meetings, but the lack of preparation on behalf of the high school
counselors was disappointing. The high school counselor’s inability to prepare for meetings was a
frustration shared by parents, with one parent stating, “It is hard to set aside enough time to prepare
for our college goals when the high school counselor wants something different. So, no need to
waste our time trying to work with them.” Even if student-to-counselor ratios are reduced, the way
meetings are conducted an area parents would like to see improved the most. Coinciding with the
research of Stephan (2013), the quality of counseling meetings on high school campuses requires
analyzing.
Student and counselor fit. The inability to select their high school counselor was a
concern of families. Not being able to assess and assure the high school counselor led families to
utilize the services of an IEC. The two subthemes that emerged from this theme were student
connection and family expectations.
Student connection. Seven parents believed their child’s ability to not only connect on a
personal level but to aspire to be like their counselor was an essential component to not only
comprehending but being able to execute on the postsecondary-admission counseling provided by
their counselor. The same seven parents felt the main factor in their decision to work with an IEC
was the ability to interview and select the best-fit person to work with their child and family during
the postsecondary-admission process. An ability to select who would support throughout the
postsecondary-admission process was a necessity because, as one parent stated, “they see their IEC
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as a trustworthy advisor and partner on their side, so they are the ones they go to if we have a
conflict of opinion.” Developing a similar trust with high school counselors is difficult because of
student-to-counselor ratios. All 12 parents stated that their child was assigned a counselor during
freshman year and was required to work with the same counselor for all four years of high school.
Family expectation. Equally crucial to the connection between a student and counselor was
the comfort of parents working with the counselor. Being able to meet the family’s postsecondaryadmission expectations was expressed by all 12 parents, but surprisingly none of the 12 parents
expressed expectations that were unreasonable for counselors to meet. Instead, all 12 parents
expected the postsecondary-admission process to be shared throughout the family. Every parent
felt in order to feel included an IEC was needed because high school counselors lacked knowledge
on the postsecondary-admission process, could not meet consistently to develop rapport and did
not have the availability to be prepared for each meeting.
Personalization. A personalized approach to postsecondary-admission counseling is the
fourth theme that led families to utilize the services of an IEC. By implementing a personalized
approach to the standard classes provided on high school campuses, families at ease with their
child’s overall development. The two emerged subthemes were cookie-cutter counseling and
holistic counseling.
Cookie-cutter counseling. Meeting the specific postsecondary-admission counseling needs
of students was discussed by all 12 parents, with eight parents explicitly sharing comments
regarding the cookie-cutter counseling approach of high school counselors and how this
counseling approach accelerated the decision to utilize the services of an IEC. One parent
repeatedly mentioned that the high school counselor viewed her son as a stereotypical Asian boy
interested in computer science despite the counselor being told repeatedly the student was pursuing
economics. Each parent identified this counseling approach through their high school counselor
89

because they focused on graduating all students from high school and recommended the California
State University and University of California postsecondary institutions for their child regardless
of fit. Parents also expressed their child being classified academically before freshman year of high
school based on their middle school performance, leading counselors to lane their child in specific
classes for all four years of high school.
Holistic counseling. Eight parents explicitly sought the need for a holistic approach to
postsecondary-admission counseling. Viewing not only the student but the family from multiple
angles during the postsecondary-admission process was important because it allowed students to
have a better understanding of themselves, increasing their ability to self-reflect while writing their
postsecondary-admission essays. Unlike the high school counselor, IECs conducted initial
meetings with the entire family. IECs completed a more thorough information-gathering process,
significantly contributing to the family expectation theme.
Discussion of the Results in Relation to the Literature
For this study, postsecondary-admission counseling included academic, extracurricular,
application, and essay support for high school students. California parents’ perceptions of their
experience with the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors and how their
experiences led to the utilization of an IEC was the focus of this study. Since California high
school students receive limited postsecondary-admission counseling from their high school
counselors, parents have sought postsecondary-admission support in the form of an IEC (ASCA,
2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). To meet the postsecondary-admission counseling needs of
students, high school counselors must develop and focus on accomplishing specific objectives for
each counseling meeting instead of attempting to assess all of the direct services provided by the
ASCA (ASCA, 2017; Goodman-Scott et al., 2018; Sackett et al., 2018).
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When high school students are not introduced to the postsecondary-admission process
before 10th grade, the likelihood of receiving postsecondary admission decreases (Poynton &
Lapan, 2017), and this notion was supported by parent responses in this study. The lack of
confidence parents had in the high school counselors displayed a parent perception before even
meeting their high school counselor. Parents did not feel the high school counselors had
postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge, availability, fit, and personalization abilities to
adequately support their child during the postsecondary-admission process. To meet the
postsecondary-admission counseling needs of high school students, high schools can provide
“college coaches” (Stephan, 2013) to address the four themes which led parents to utilize the
services of an IEC.
In a study conducted by Goodman-Scott et al. (2018), students who were part of student-tocounselor ratios of 250:1 performed significantly higher academically than students attending high
schools with higher ratios. The current study included parents of children attending high schools
where the ratios exceeded 250:1, with one parent sharing their high school recently emailed a
newsletter claiming their ratios were 600:1. Parents discussed the impact of high student-tocounselor ratios on the academic advisement of students upon entering high school. An inability of
high school counselors to provide individualized attention to students led to the assignment of nonengaging academic courses and being recommended classes based on counselor assumptions.
These assumptions were evident when parents discussed Asian boys being interested in STEMrelated courses because they were Asian and not their academic backgrounds. With no connection
to their high school counselor and counseling meetings being infrequent, the academic planning of
students was impacted, confirming the results of Goodman-Scott et al.’s study.
Sackett et al.’s (2018) phenomenological study discussed the relationship between high
school counselors and their students, concluding that academic success can occur despite minimal
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interaction between counselors and students. This research study did not confirm Sackett et al.’s
findings because the definition of academic success differed between parents. All 12 parents
expressed the need for a professional to advocate on behalf of students for educational decisions.
One parent, adamant in their counselor’s inability to support, confirmed the importance of a
relationship between counselor and student for academic success by stating:
He failed to look into our daughter’s math history. He didn’t look to see whether or not she
had met the requirements. He assumed she hadn’t and sent us on a wild goose chase that
she needed to meet the math requirement and to pick up a class that they couldn’t provide
at the high school.
IECs assured parents their child would be presented with the academic opportunities best fit to
meet postsecondary-admission aspirations. Despite this study interviewing 12 parents with the
financial means to purchase the services of an IEC, none of the 12 parents pressured their child to
meet or exceed unattainable postsecondary-admission goals. The ability to utilize their economic
resources for IEC services was a luxury all 12 parents wished were available to all high school
students.
This research study confirmed Chetty et al.’s (2017) assertion that middle- and uppermiddle-class families have access to resources to support their postsecondary-admission process.
With no restrictions on accessing support for their child’s postsecondary-admission preparation, all
12 parents expressed an appreciation to not only have the financial means to purchase IEC
services, but the awareness to identify the type of resources required to prepare for the
postsecondary-admission process. Savage’s (2011) study on how cultural and social capital are
transmitted through education was not confirmed in this research study. All 12 parents discussed
their “A type” personality being different from their child and the postsecondary-admission
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process not being about transmitting cultural and social capital but providing their child with the
resources to find themselves during the postsecondary-admission process.
Limitations
This study had limitations because it included a wide range of parents from different
cultural backgrounds who were asked to share their postsecondary-admission process with
someone they did not have a close relationship with. The first limitation of the study was the time
of year sample recruitment occurred. Only recruiting from a California-based educational
company’s database meant awaiting the availability of parents out of the country for summer
vacation or spending the final months with their child before fall classes began. This wait led to
not being able to secure the initial sample size goal of 15 parents and also delayed the data
collection process. Some parents agreed to participate in the study, but last-minute obligations led
to canceled interviews and multiple rescheduling attempts before parents became unresponsive.
Despite 12 parents being interviewed, the timing of sample recruitment ultimately hindered the
study’s overall sample size.
The second limitation was the willingness of parents to participate. Sharing why the family
decided to purchase a resource that costs thousands of dollars, even though it is offered at high
schools for free, is not a comfortable conversation to have with an acquaintance. Cognizant of the
targeted demographic, and the fact some were current clients, I had to wait for responses passively
and could not continue to engage in conversations on participating in the study. For those parents
who did kindly decline to participate, each informed me that despite supporting the study’s
objective, they are not comfortable divulging why they sought IEC assistance. Even though these
same families were receiving help from the IEC company, their information and meeting details
were safely secured, so only their IEC was aware of the family’s decision-making process. The
families most responsive to the recruitment efforts paid a modest amount for their IEC services,
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with only one family spending more than six figures on the postsecondary-admission support of
their child.
The limited number of parents hindered findings from being transferrable to larger
populations. Despite this hindrance, the study’s findings may be transferrable to practice. The
findings provide insight into parents’ perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling of
high school counselors, helping educate those parents wanting to learn more on how to meet the
postsecondary-admission counseling needs of their child. Researcher subjectivity was also
identified as a possible limitation of the study’s phenomenological design because it could have
resulted in reliability and validity issues. Reliability and validity issues may be caused by the
researchers’ personal feelings, presuppositions, experiences, and beliefs as they can influence the
researcher’s judgment about the truth and reality of the participant’s responses.
To strengthen the research findings, member checking was used to ensure that parents’
lived experiences were accurately presented to help prevent researcher bias. Member checking was
accomplished by providing each parent with his or her transcribed interview. Parents were asked to
review their interview transcripts to ensure responses were documented accurately. The inability of
parents to be honest in discussing their experience with the postsecondary-admission counseling of
both the high school counselor and IEC was also identified as a possible limitation as there was no
way to justify the validity of parents’ responses. Despite processes in place to ensure and maintain
parents’ confidentiality, there was not a guarantee that parents would not talk and share responses
outside of the study.
Implication of the Results for Practice, Policy, and Theory
The study’s results provide reasons parents decided to work with an IEC for postsecondaryadmission counseling. Despite the phenomenological method hindering the transferability of
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findings, the findings are transferrable into practice. This study provided insight into the
phenomenon of families utilizing the services of an IEC for postsecondary-admission counseling.
Practice. This study provides data about parents’ perceptions of postsecondary-admission
counseling as it relates to the backgrounds, experiences, and ability of high school counselors and
IECs. Middle schools, high schools, parents, and IECs may benefit from the information provided
in the study as it allows for an awareness of the perception of how services are offered (middle
schools, high schools, and IECs) and how the services are received (parents). Middle school and
high school counselors may find the study’s results useful when making decisions on how to
execute the ASCA’s national model, along with areas requiring additional support in the form of a
“college coach” (Stephan, 2013). By comprehending the services offered and how the services are
utilized to ensure the best results, counselors, and parents can work together to ensure students
receive adequate postsecondary-admission counseling. In doing so, counselors and parents can
introduce students to the postsecondary-admission process before 10th grade, increasing the
likelihood of receiving postsecondary admission (Poynton & Lapan, 2017).
High schools and their counselors can address the four themes that drove families to work
with an IEC. Similar to IECs, high school counselors can attend conferences and webinars to not
only stay up to date on local and state trends but to learn what is taking place at a national level as
well when it comes to postsecondary admission. In doing so, high school counselors can broaden
their postsecondary-admission knowledge, appeasing families interested in learning about the
postsecondary-admission preparation process for institutions outside of the local area.
Implementing “college coaches” or other volunteers on high school campuses who can meet with
students to introduce the concept of higher education will assist with high school counselor
availability issues. Only hiring additional counselors to decrease student-to-counselor ratios will
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not suffice. Students require input on the postsecondary process, and to be effective, this input
must occur during meetings focused solely on the postsecondary-admission process.
Pairing students with someone who fits their personality will help increase student
motivation but cannot be done using high school counselors alone. Having college coaches or
volunteers available to support students in creating postsecondary-admission plans would be a
great benefit to students. Developing personalized postsecondary-counseling plans for a large
student population is difficult, but not impossible. There are resources available to high schools
that assess student’s postsecondary-admission odds based on the hard factors (GPA, test scores)
and adding major, and career assessments can take less than 30 minutes for students to complete.
Compiling the results of these assessments, in addition to a brief questionnaire, can take the
methodology of IECs and make it applicable to high schools and their counselors.
To carry out the study’s conclusion to practice, middle schools and high schools need to
understand parents’ perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school
counselors. By obtaining this information, parents and counselors can work together to introduce
the postsecondary-admission process before 10th grade, increasing the likelihood of postsecondary
admission (Poynton & Lapan, 2017). With student-to-counselor ratios not controlled by the high
school counselors themselves, and their annual agreement focusing on direct and indirect
counseling services (ASCA, 2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018), parents must be aware of what to
expect from the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors. Despite parents in
this study utilizing the services of an IEC for postsecondary-admission counseling, only two
parents did not allow their high school counselors to prove their counseling ability by not agreeing
to attend any of the counseling meetings. The remaining ten parents began the postsecondaryadmission process with their high school counselor, but after being uncomfortable with this study’s
four themes, they acquired an IEC for support. For parents unfamiliar with the United States
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postsecondary-admission process, it is easy to assume that postsecondary admission is directly
correlated to how well a student does academically, but this is not necessarily the case. With high
school counselors committed to the overall well-being of students, and assuring they graduate high
school, postsecondary-admission decisions become the burden of parents. For the parents unaware
of what that means, they can become overwhelmed come their child’s senior year of high school.
Policy. Implementing a new policy on high school campuses that alters the ASCA’s
national model is a difficult task. Less than 15 years old, the national model serves as the
foundation for high school counselors to support the academic, career, and social development of
high school students (ASCA, 2017). The more achievable task is shifting the postsecondaryadmission counseling focus of high schools and their counselors because they already dedicate up
to 30% of their time to this type of counseling (Clinedinst & Patel, 2018). Current postsecondaryadmission counseling policies need to be evaluated, and new policies need to be implemented, so
students do not need to receive help outside of their high school to navigate the postsecondaryadmission process.
Combating the issue of student-to-counselor ratios can only accomplish so much since
increasing the number of high school counselors on campus does not equate to more
postsecondary-admission counseling for students (Stephan, 2013). This study discovered that if
provided with adequate resources, high school counselors are equally as capable as IECs to support
families throughout the postsecondary-admission process. Beginning with individual academic
plans and extending to extracurricular activities, high schools, and their counselors and develop
programs that allow students to gain first-hand experience with their academic and career passions
allowing for the postsecondary-admission process to begin taking shape. With postsecondaryadmission counseling knowledge and personalization addressed, counselor availability and student
fit will continue to cause issues for high school counselors and IECs alike.
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This study can be used to discuss ways to support the postsecondary-admission counseling
needs of high school students despite their school’s student-to-counselor ratios. Since high school
counselors do not control student-to-counselor ratios, and their annual agreements focus on direct
and indirect counseling services (ASCA, 2017; Clinedinst & Patel, 2018), parents must be aware
of the high school counselor’s role within the postsecondary-admission process. The parents in this
study allowed their high school counselors to provide postsecondary-admission counseling to their
children. However, after becoming aware of the gaps in knowledge, limited availability, minimal
fit with the student, and a lack of personalization, these parents sought the help of an IEC.
Theory. This study’s subject, which served as the study’s foundation, was postsecondaryadmission counseling. Theories in the research literature discuss the ASCA’s national model and
how it aids students in preparing for the postsecondary-admission process. The responses of
parents were similar to the literature, as parents were not only aware of the high school counselor’s
mission but the high schools themselves. Parents shared awareness of high school counselors
having to focus on graduating all of their students, making it difficult for those students seeking
additional postsecondary support. The data in the study did differ from the research because
parents did not have the goal of extending their family’s cultural or social capital. Instead, parents
were aware of their child’s needs and sought out a comfortable environment to cultivate growth.
This study supports the research of Stephen and Rosenbaum (2013), who found the
ASCA’s national model aids students actively seeking postsecondary-admission counseling
assistance and is most common on campuses where the postsecondary-admission culture is more
evident. Understanding parent perceptions of the postsecondary-admission counseling highlights
the importance of analyzing the ASCA’s national model as a model that is not one size fits all, nor
applicable to all high schools and their counselors. Parents confirmed the need for an MKO to
comprehend the postsecondary-admission process. As a result, this study may contribute valuable
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information to the field of education, to provide adequate postsecondary-admission counseling
information to parents of current and incoming high school students.
Recommendations for Further Research
Although previous studies examined the postsecondary-admission counseling of high
school students, the subject needed to be explored from a parent’s perspective. Prior studies
focused on the experiences of students but did not target students’ experience with the
postsecondary-admission counseling received by high school counselors and IECs. This research
can be used to explain why families utilize IECs for the postsecondary-admission process and how
high school counselors can meet the needs of parents and students. This study does not impact my
professional development, but it allows for the introduction of the IEC industry to those previously
unaware. The following paragraphs address recommendations for future research.
The first recommendation would be to extend this study to high school counselors and
IECs working with the same family. This would be a qualitative study, focused on identifying how
different professionals support families during the postsecondary-admission process and where
they overlap with postsecondary-admission counseling. Research identifies the student-tocounselor ratios high school counselors face, making their time management extremely important;
this study would identify the exact postsecondary-admission needs of families. Not applicable to
all students, as postsecondary aspirations and knowledge differ, this study can provide ways to
close the gap on issues forcing families to seek assistance from IECs.
The second recommendation would be to study high school counselors. Trained in child
development, learning strategies, self-management, and social skills (ASCA, 2017), high school
counselors might not be fully aware of the postsecondary-admission counseling demands of
families. The educational and training process of high school counselors is critical to
understanding the extent of support families can expect to receive on the postsecondary-admission
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process. The focus of the research should be on why high school counselors join the profession,
and how their educational and professional training align to support the actual needs of high school
students. Examining high school counselor’s interest in providing postsecondary-admission
counseling, and their training to do so could provide valuable information to families on what to
expect from their high school counselors.
The third recommendation would be to examine the postsecondary-admission counseling
goals at the district and state levels. This study would provide data on the postsecondary-admission
counseling expectations placed on high school counselors. Data from this study would allow
parents to know the exact amount of support their child will receive on the postsecondaryadmission process, eliminating the guesswork of parents as to the type of assistance high school
counselors provide. Due to the number of schools at the district and state level, this study could be
conducted through surveys.
The fourth recommendation would be to take an ethnographic approach because it has the
potential to provide additional information to support the findings of this study. This can be done
by focusing on specific California high schools to understand the postsecondary-admission
counseling of their high school counselors and to learn the total number of high school students
utilizing the services of an IEC. Since seven California high schools were represented in this study,
examining the postsecondary-admission counseling provided on these high school campuses can
further extend this study’s results. By doing so, parents and high school counselors would
understand each other more, helping to create a uniformed postsecondary-admission process that is
disconnected in its current state.
Conclusion
The results of this study provide an understanding of parent experiences with the
postsecondary-admission counseling of high school students in California. The 12 parents in this
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study provided details on their decision-making process to utilize the services of an IEC for
postsecondary-admission counseling. As an employee at a California-based educational company
that offers all supplemental educational services from private tutoring to IEC support, I see the
demand for services from parents daily. Despite living in highly affluent areas and attending high
schools with high postsecondary-admission cultures, parents continue to face the themes and
subthemes presented in this study. Each theme and subtheme make it difficult for parents to trust
high school counselors to guide their child throughout the postsecondary-admission process,
regardless of the school’s track record for postsecondary admission.
All parents in this study wanted their child to relate with whoever provided the
postsecondary-admission counseling. None of the parents were able to support their child
throughout the postsecondary-admission process fully. However, one parent attempted before
realizing this support was a full-time job in itself. This study allowed parents’ voices to be heard.
Each experience shared by parents was unique to their family’s situation, with no two interviews
being the same despite attending the same high school and receiving IEC support from the same
company.
The study’s findings can add to the literature on the subject of postsecondary-admission
counseling of high school students. The findings may help educators and parents understand each
other to identify ways to provide postsecondary-admission counseling that motivates the counselor
and meets the needs of families. The findings of this study did not support parents decision of
bypassing the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors because it would not
improve the family’s social class through academic achievement (Cipollone & Stich, 2017; Dalal,
2016; Gaddis, 2013; Jaeger & Breen, 2013; Kisida et al., 2014; van de Werfhorst, 2010). Meaning,
parents put the well-being of their child above maintaining and strengthening their family’s
cultural and social capital.
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The study’s first research question sought to understand parents’ perceptions of the
postsecondary-admission counseling of high school counselors. Eight parents felt little to no
confidence in the high school counselor’s ability to counsel their child throughout the
postsecondary-admission process. This lack of confidence developed from the high school
counselor’s inability to acquire knowledge outside of the high school and local postsecondary
institutions. A key point is the four parents stating confidence were the only parents who attempted
to work with the high school counselor throughout the process. Although each of the four parents
initially perceived working with the high school counselor as a waste of time, over time, the high
school counselors proved they were capable of providing meaningful postsecondary-admission
counseling. All 12 parents discussed the importance of planned academic and extracurricular
roadmaps provided by their IECs, which is difficult for high school counselors to create because of
their student-to-counselor ratios. Overall, parents perceived the postsecondary-admission
counseling of high school counselors to be non-existent and did not feel the need to seek their
counseling services.
How parent experiences with the postsecondary-admission counseling of high school
counselors led to acquiring the services of an IEC was the second research question. All 12 parents
expressed the impact occasional counseling meetings had on their decision to begin working with
an IEC. By working with an IEC, families took control of the postsecondary-admission meeting
process and no longer felt as if they were behind in acquiring information as they did with their
high school counselors. In addition to meeting frequency, seven parents did not feel their high
school counselor was capable of preparing for the meetings, making many meetings not
memorable for parents and students alike. Outside of meetings, high schools assign counselors to
students, and this does not promote student-to-counselor fit. IECs allowed parents to shop around
and interview the correct professional who worked best with their child. Along with
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postsecondary-admission counseling knowledge, identifying an individual who could make their
child feel comfortable throughout the postsecondary-admission process was most important to
parents.
The third, and final, research question sought to answer how parents’ postsecondaryadmission counseling knowledge improved after working with an IEC. Surprisingly, the
knowledge gained from working with an IEC was limited. What parents did learn throughout the
postsecondary-admission process could have been provided by high school counselors and found
on the internet. Since IECs could not speak definitively to what would garner postsecondary
admission, parent knowledge increased the most through being able to identify the differences
between a cookie-cutter approach to counseling and a holistic approach. The nuanced decisions
associated with students could have increased the knowledge of parents. However, in each
described instance, it was a parental decision based on how well a parent knew their child. This
study changed the researcher’s view on why California parents pay thousands of dollars for the
services of an IEC.
At the forefront of the decision to hire an IEC was the student. Parents were not concerned
about the social status associated with educational accomplishments. Rather eight of the
interviewed parents were first-generation to the United States and genuinely did not know what to
expect from the United States’ postsecondary-admission process. A focus on discovering the bestfit professional to assist the family throughout this process proved that the decision to work with
an IEC was much more than high student-to-counselor ratios or extending cultural and social
capital. More importantly, communicating to all students the actual support provided to them on
high school campuses is crucial. Each of the 12 parents had a college degree and understood the
planning required to be prepared for postsecondary admission, which ultimately led to seeking
resources for their child. The same cannot be said for all families, and for those without the
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financial means to purchase the services of an IEC, their postsecondary-admission planning might
begin after 10th grade, hindering the percentages of receiving postsecondary admission.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions
1. How confident did you feel about your child’s high school counselor’s ability to support
throughout the postsecondary-admission process?
2. How confident did you feel about your child’s IEC’s ability to support throughout the
postsecondary-admission process?
3. In what ways did you feel either confident or not confident in your child’s high school
counselor’s preparedness to counsel your child on the postsecondary-admission process?
Why did you feel this way?
4. Describe how you discovered the postsecondary-admission counseling of your child’s high
school counselor was no longer relevant. How did your family come to this decision?
5. What did you perceive as the essential needs of your child to meet their postsecondaryadmission aspirations?
6. How did you identify specific areas of deficiency in your child’s high school counselor’s
postsecondary-admission counseling?
7. Based on your experience, do you feel confident in identifying specific areas of deficiency
in the postsecondary-admission counseling received by your IEC? Why?
8. Describe your experience with the postsecondary-application process. What outside
resources did you use to learn about the postsecondary-application process? How did you
identify these resources?
9. Based on your experience, do you feel confident IECs provide more postsecondaryadmission counseling to students? In what areas do IECs exceed the postsecondaryadmission counseling skillset of high school counselors?
10. Did you feel included in all of the postsecondary-admission processes provided by your
IEC? How is this different than your experience with the high school counselor?
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11. In your experience working with an IEC, how has your knowledge on the postsecondaryadmission process improved? How did your IEC increase this knowledge?
12. How do you feel the postsecondary-admission counseling of your IEC was received by the
family? If you were to restart the postsecondary-admission process, would you hire an
IEC? If so, would you hire an IEC sooner or later than you did this time?
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presented as one’s own. This includes, but is not limited to texts, graphics and other
multi-media files appropriated from any source, including another individual, that are
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•
•
•
•
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